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Abstract

Assessment of learning is integral to all programmes in Higher Education (HE). While
one purpose of assessment is to confirm achievement of standards, another is to support
student learning. When educational programmes adopt an assessment strategy that is
inclusive of ‘assessment for learning’ the role of assessment supporting learning can be
expanded and sustained more effectively. Peer Assessment (PA) is an example of an
assessment approach that can support and enrich student learning. The advantages and
benefits of PA are strongly established in the published literature.
This research study aimed to investigate and develop a framework for the inclusion of
Peer Assessment (PA) for Medical /Biomedical Science programmes in the Republic of
Ireland (RoI).

In order to achieve the research aim, a comprehensive knowledge and

understanding of current practices with respect to assessment was necessary. This study
utilised a mixed method approach that reports the experiences and opinions of students
and staff with respect to assessment and PA, from the three Medical/Biomedical Science
programmes. Student and staff questionnaires, staff interviews and documentation
analysis comprised the methods and a phased sequential approach was adopted
Analysis of the findings from the empirical data from this study, discussed in light of the
literature analysis in the area of assessment and PA, led to the development of the
Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework (PPAF). As Irish medical science undergraduate
education is formally regulated, it is proposed that there is a need for PA to be introduced
in a measured and controlled manner, as my framework delineates. The findings from my
study demonstrate that it is warranted that these programmes be more inclusive of

i

‘assessment for learning’ and the adoption of the PPAF is one way in which this can be
achieved. The purpose of the PPAF is to provide a practical set of guidelines for educators
in Medical/Biomedical Science to implement and embed formative learning strategies in
their curricula that in turn enhance the educational experience for all learners.
Keywords: assessment, formative assessment, medical science education, peer
assessment.
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Glossary of Terms
The following is a list of terms used in this thesis, the meanings described have been
informed by the literature but have been adapted and are written in my own words.

•

Assessment - an activity that provides information against specific criteria (i.e.
makes a judgement) on student learning and provides feedback to both the learner
and the reviewer.

•

Assessment as Learning - an activity that contributes to student learning by
offering the opportunity for self-regulation and critical evaluation.

•

Assessment for Learning - an activity that contributes to student learning by
offering the opportunity for the generation and/or receipt of feedback and to apply
this feedback .

•

Assessment of Learning - an activity that demonstrates achievement of specific
criteria or learning outcomes by the student.

•

Continuous Assessment - assessment that is carried out throughout the period of
study, this assessment may be purely formative or have a summative (grade
weighting) element.

•

Constructive Alignment - an approach taken to teaching and assessment.
Teaching activities and assessments are designed to support and demonstrate the
achievement of the intended learning outcomes.

•

Educational Research - a systematic and critical enquiry into educational topics
with equal respect for the persons and the truth; to inform practice or decision
making

ix

•

External Assessment - the ‘assessment’ of material related to modules /
programmes / HEI by external bodies (professional organisations) or external
academics to provide assurance that appropriate standards are being achieved.

•

Feedback - information that arises from assessment, providing details on student
learning, on the achievement of the Intended Learning Outcomes (ILO) or ways
that may be improved to reach the criteria required.

•

Formative Assessment - assessment that allows the student to learn and to assist
in the understanding of how to meet the ILO. Feedback given or received is of
paramount importance for both the student and reviewer in this case.

•

Internal Quality Assurance - procedures documented by the HEI to assure of
the quality of the academic standards being applied.

•

Intended Learning Outcomes - specific criteria that at the end of a period of
study the student is intended to have achieved.

•

Peer Assessment - an assessment activity where students make a judgement on
the work of another student with specific goals in mind.

•

Practical Assessment - an assessment activity that involves the performance or
interpretation of specific practical skills, competencies, or knowledge. For
medical scientists this generally relates to specific laboratory skills and
competencies.

•

Programme Assessment Strategy - an overall strategy for an educational
programme that ensures that the graduates of the programme have met the
programme outcomes.

•

Self-Assessment - assessment activity where a student makes a judgement on
their own work relative to specific criteria and from this can make an inference
on their own learning.
x

•

Summative Assessment - an assessment activity that results in a grading element
and therefore will be part of the overall grade for the period of learning. This
assessment is generally demonstrating achievement of the LO and can be
described as ‘assessment of learning’.

xi
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INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

1.1

Introduction

The study presented here is an investigation into current assessment practice in
undergraduate medical science education in the Republic of Ireland (RoI). The focus of
this study is three specific programmes in the RoI, the graduates of which are eligible to
enter into the medical science profession. The overall aim of this study is to develop a
framework for the inclusion of peer assessment (PA) for these programmes.
While there is extensive published literature on assessment in higher education (HE), the
assessment practices in medical science education, and specifically medical science
education in the RoI, have not been widely published. This study supplies us with the first
comprehensive picture of current assessment practice within Irish medical science
undergraduate education, documenting the experiences and opinions of both staff and
students, and adding to the knowledge of assessment in Irish HE context.
A key principle of assessment is that it is a driver of learning (Brown, 2004; Boud and
Falchikov, 2006; Bloxham et al., 2011; Race, 2019). Any change to assessment practice
can have a major effect on both teaching and learning (Rust, 2002; Gibbs and Simpson,
2004; Carless, 2014; Carless and Zhou, 2015). PA is an example of an assessment
methodology that can increase student engagement and offer enhanced learning (Adachi
et al., 2018b). As such, the inclusion of PA in a programme’s assessment strategy could
be a major benefit to students (Topping, 1998; Tighe-Mooney et al., 2016).
In this chapter, the study context is outlined at national, Higher Education institute (HEI)
and programme levels. My personal motivation for completing this study is explained.
Following this, the aim and objectives of the study are outlined with an overview of the
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methodology and the research design given. The scope, limitations, and the contribution
to knowledge of the study are also presented. This chapter concludes with a summary and
links to the next chapter in the thesis.
1.2

Research Context

This section presents the context for this study. The setting of the research study in the
Irish HE landscape is discussed first, before the focus is then narrowed to the context of
Medical Science education in the RoI. Finally, the focus is then further narrowed to my
personal context and motivation for the study.
1.2.1 Research Setting – Irish Higher Education
The three specific programmes in the RoI the graduates from which are eligible to enter
into the medical science profession programmes that are the focus of this study are
delivered in three different HEIs in the RoI. In the RoI, the Higher Education Authority
(HEA) leads the strategic development and has statutory responsibility, at central
government level, for the effective governance and regulation of HEIs and the HE system.
In the past two decades, there has been considerable changes in the Irish HE arena, many
of which have been due to European policies.
An important European initiative, the Bologna Process (Bologna Declaration, 1999),
introduced significant change in how Irish HEIs approach teaching and assessment, with
an increased focus on the student and on learning (Pereira et al., 2016). The general aim
of the Bologna Process was to develop a European Higher Education Area that allowed
for transferability between member states, an inclusive approach to learning and teaching,
along with a sustainable future for HE. In most states, this required a rethink and a change
in how HEIs approached, not only assessment, but also teaching and learning (Pereira et
al., 2016). The European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA)
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publication, The Standards and guidelines for quality assurance in the European Higher
Education Area (ESG), outlines a student-centred approach to learning teaching and
assessment. ENQA propose that HEIs should ensure that programmes are delivered in a
way that encourages active participation of students in their learning and that the
assessment methods used mirror this approach (Enqa, 2020).
The Bologna Process required member states of the European Union to put in place
national qualification frameworks to define learning outcomes, and to ensure that there
are appropriate quality assurance systems in place (Biggs, 2011). Member states,
therefore, now have their own authorities that are responsible for overseeing HEIs and
play a role in advancing the standards and quality of the programmes delivered by the
institutions in that state. The Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), established in
2012, is the independent state agency responsible for promoting quality and
accountability in education and training services in Ireland. The National Framework of
Qualifications (NFQ) is a series of 10 levels of qualifications used to describe Irish
qualifications. The QQI are responsible for the development, maintenance, and promotion
of this framework and does so in collaboration with European Qualification Framework
(EQF). In the UK, the QAA (Quality Assurance Agency) is the equivalent independent
body responsible for monitoring and advising on standards and quality in UK higher
education. The publications of both the QQI and QAA, and the advice they give to HEIs
in relation to assessment, is in line with the ESG publication and support a student-centred
approach to teaching, learning and assessment. Throughout these documents, there is
consistent reference to the Intended Learning Outcomes of the Programme and / or
modules. This outcome-based approach to learning has developed since 2000 and is due
to a number of factors, including the increased participation in third level education. In
addition to the implementation of a learning outcomes approach to teaching and
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assessment, Ireland also adopted the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS),
modularisation and semesterisation.
Irish Higher Education a Changing Landscape
The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (2011) reported on the vision for HE
in Ireland and presented three objectives to be achieved in the area of the core role of HE,
teaching and learning (T&L), and research and engagement. With respect to T&L, the
report states there is a need to contextualise learning. Contextualised learning requires
contextualised assessment. This report recommends the use of appropriate tools that
would create a significant learning opportunity, such as case studies or problem-based
learning. The report highlighted that the nature of the students and the methods of T&L
would change over the coming years and would require support. This would require
innovative approaches to research-led T&L ([DES], 2011). This report also argued that
there is a need for third level teaching staff to be qualified and competent in T&L.
To support educators to become more competent and qualified in teaching, learning, and
assessment (TLA), the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning
in Higher Education was established by the Minister for Education and Skills in 2012.
This national body is responsible for leading and advising on the enhancement of T&L in
Irish HE. The forum works with all stakeholders in Irish HE landscape and plays a role
in ensuring a valued and informed T&L culture in Irish HE. The objectives of this body
are aligned with the national strategy report (Clancy, 2015). Since its establishment, the
National Forum has focused on a variety of areas such as the professional development
(PD) or those who teach, T&L in a digital world, T&L within and across disciplines, and
student success. There have been a number of projects that have served to progress TLA
in Irish HE and to inform policy and practice. One such initiative was the enhancement
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theme 2016-2018, which focussed on ‘Assessment, OF/FOR/AS Learning’. This aimed to
focus expertise and attention on assessment and feedback in Irish HE.
What has emerged from these initiatives are a number of publications and resources that
are

freely

available

on

the

National

Forum

website

(https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/resourcehub/). August 2016 saw the publication of
the National Professional Development Framework for all staff who teach in HE
(National Forum, 2016). The flexible framework has a number of aims, including to
encourage staff to engage in PD, to empower staff, to enhance and develop the pedagogy
of individual disciplines, and to assist staff as they transform their T&L approaches. The
framework also gives direction to institutions, policy makers, and student body
representatives for planning, developing, and engaging in PD activities (National Forum,
2016).
In December 2016, a report published by the National Forum entitled Profiles of
Assessment Practice in Irish Higher Education highlighted that, although there are some
pockets of expertise in some areas in the Irish sector with respect to TLA, there is not yet
an overall picture of assessment practices across the Irish HE (National Forum, 2017b).
The National Forum’s enhancement theme on assessment ran in tandem with my research
study. I was part of the expert collaboration group on assessment, demonstrating the
timely nature and supporting the necessity of this study. My study adds to the knowledge
in the area of assessment in the Irish sector, an area that, although growing, is still
somewhat sparse.
In 2013, the Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE) was piloted. This survey is a
collaboration between the Union of Students of Ireland (USI), the Higher Education
Authority (HEA), and the advocacy bodies for Institutes of Technology (IoT, - THEA)
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and the Universities (IUA). After three years, the question set was revised, and the current
questions were introduced in 2016. The ISSE gathers responses from first year
undergraduate, final year undergraduate, and taught postgraduate students in 27 HE
institutions in Ireland on their self-reported perceptions of their experience of
engagement. The survey consists of 67 questions, grouped by the engagement indicator
to which they relate (StudentSurvey.ie, 2019). The data are aggregated to national results,
and responses for each individual institution are returned to that institution for local
analysis. The StudentSurvey.ie is intended to inform, support, and encourage
enhancement discussions and activities throughout institutions, and to inform national
policy. In the UK the National Student Survey (NSS) has become a metric for student
dissatisfaction and a driver for institutional policy change (Medland, 2016; Carless and
Boud, 2018; Deeley et al., 2019). Although the current focus of the ISSE is to enhance
and inform policy, there is a possibility that it may become a tool that is used to compare
institutes. The academic discourse in relation to assessment in Irish HE is sparse; my
study constitutes a valuable addition to this emergent field and provides practice-based
evidence to support change.
Research Setting – Institutes of Technology
The Irish HE landscape has been characterized as having two tiers - the University sector
and the Institutes of Technology (Hazelkorn and Moynihan, 2010). The three
programmes that are the focus of this study are situated in the latter. These institutes were
originally established in the 1970s as Regional Technical Colleges (RTC), with the
change of title to Institutes of Technology (IoT) occurred during the 1990s. The RTC’s
primary function was described in the Reginal Technical Colleges Act 1992 as:
….to provide vocational and technical education and training for the economic,
technological, scientific, commercial, industrial, social and cultural development
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of the State with particular reference to the region served by the
college…(Regional Technical Colleges Act,(1992), section 5)

Historically, the IoTs deliver education with a strong practical application to meet the
needs of the regions in which they are based. Class sizes are small and most science
programmes have a high laboratory practical element (Bree, 2017). The Medical Science
programmes under investigation here are examples of such programmes.
Current Teaching Conditions in Institutes of Technology
Teaching staff that are based in the IoTs have very specific contracts, as per the Institutes
of Technology Acts 1992 to 2006 (the primary pieces of legislation governing Institutes
of Technology (2012)). There is also a strong union representation for academics
(Teachers Union of Ireland - TUI) in these institutions that consult with management on
behalf of their members (Houghton, 2020). Contracts of employment include a specific
number of class contact hours for academic staff. Academic staff are contracted to deliver
an average of 16 or 18 hours per week dependent on their grade (TUI, 2020). Staff may,
therefore, be required to assist in the delivery of modules outside their main discipline
area. In addition, as part of the financial emergency measures taken by the Irish
government in 2013, IoT academic staff were required to deliver an additional two hours
per week; this was removed during the academic year 2018/2019. This change to staff
conditions would have been in place during the data gathering stage of this study (Chapter
3, section 3.8.2).
Move to Technological Universities.
The National Strategy report made recommendations for the establishment of
Technological Universities (TU) ([DES], 2011). In 2018, the Technological Universities
Bill was passed into legislation by the Irish government. This introduces yet another
change to the Irish HE landscape, making way for IoTs to become TU through the
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consolidation and merger of existing IoTs. January 1st, 2019 saw the establishment of the
first TU in the RoI. TU Dublin comprises three of Dublin’s IoTs – Dublin Institute of
Technology (DIT), Institute of technology Tallaght (ITT), and Institute of Technology,
Blanchardstown (ITB). January 2021 saw the establishment of the Munster Technological
University (MTU), an amalgamation of Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) and Tralee
Institute of Technology (Tralee IT). The remaining IoTs are establishing their
consortiums and negotiating their way through the application process. The merging of
IoTs as part of the TU application process means that institutes must review their roles
and aspirations. The process bears some resemblance to the Polytechnic experience in the
UK, in that the IoTs are teaching intensive institutions with strong links to the community
and serving a population that are not served generally by the University sector (Lewis,
1991). For the HEIs remaining to consolidate, there are numerous hurdles to be met and
challenges for the staff as the IoTs transition to TU (Houghton, 2020).
This section of the thesis has set out the environment in which the programmes under
discussion and the staff involved in the delivery of these programmes are situated. There
has been and continues to be considerable change in the sector that must be navigated by
staff. The next section outlines the current position of medical science education in these
HEIs.
1.2.2 Research Context - Medical Science
Medical scientists are professionals who work primarily in clinical laboratories
performing the analysis of clinical samples that aid the diagnosis and treatment of
patients. The title ‘Medical Scientist’ is protected under the Health and Social
Professionals Act 2005. To be able to use this title entrants must meet the specific
requirements of the state registration board. One of the statutory functions of the
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registration board is to approve the relevant programmes of study that HEI deliver,
ensuring that graduates meet the requirements to enter the profession.
Medical Science Professional Education
Originally, as with other professions, the education of Medical Scientists was an
apprenticeship type model with the majority of time spent in laboratories in conjunction
with ‘block release’ classroom time (White and Mac Lellan, 2014). Falchikov described
apprenticeship training as “characterised by activity and social interaction within a
context” and quotes Collins as this being the “natural way to learn” (Boud and Falchikov,
2007). The education of the profession has since moved to HEIs. The learning outcomes
(LO) of the programmes for the education of medical scientists require a balance of
knowledge, skills and competency, so it is imperative that educators recreate the learning
as close to the apprenticeship model as possible (Sambell et al., 2012; CORU, 2019b).
The programmes must deliver an appropriate balance of theory and practice and the
assessment methods used must be aligned to both professional and academic
requirements (Schuwirth and Van der Vleuten, 2011). The academic requirements of
these programmes are awarded by QQI, these awards are within the National Framework
of Qualification standards, which are required in order for a HE institute to validate a
programme.
In the Republic of Ireland, at the time of writing this thesis, the Academy of Medical
Science and Laboratory Medicine (ACSLM) validates the professional requirements of
the educational programmes for medical scientists. This validation allows graduates of
these programmes to enter directly into the profession. There are three such programmes
in the Republic of Ireland delivered in CIT (now MTU)/UCC, TU Dublin, and GMIT.
The ACSLM guidelines for validation make little reference to the specifics of assessment
but do require the inclusion of written unseen examinations and the assessment of
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practical skills (ACSLM). To validate a programme, the education committee of the
ACSLM, which is made up of practitioners from the profession, review the programmes
documentation and carry out a site visit on five yearly cycles. The panel are aware of the
expectations of the profession and, as such, review the educator’s ability to deliver these
programmes. Practice placement and the practical laboratory sessions are key
components, with approval of these programmes now moving to the state registration
board, as outlined in the next section of this chapter.
Programmes in the RoI may also be accredited by the United Kingdom’s (UK) body, the
Institute of Biomedical Scientists (IBMS), thus allowing graduates access to the
profession in the UK. The IBMS published criteria for accreditation require the institutes
to submit documentation including module descriptors and assessment methods and
procedures (IBMS, 2020). Similar to the ACSLM, the IBMS perform a panel visit every
five years as part of their accreditation process. As a guide to institutes delivering these
programmes in the UK the QAA Subject Benchmark Statement for Biomedical Sciences
(2020) states that a learning, teaching, and assessment strategy must be designed so that
students can develop the necessary knowledge and skills; the aim being that, as students
progress through the programme, they will become more independent learners. The
statement goes on to state that the assessment methods used should be “…both formative
and summative and may include self and peer assessment. They provide evidence to
employers of graduate attributes” (QAA, 2015). Summative assessment can indicate the
academic standards achieved while formative assessment can be used as a tool to engage
students, enhance the learning, and assist in the development of the independent learners
(Bloxham and Boyd, 2007). The ACSLM specifically refers to summative assessment but
institutes may also employ formative methods to support their teaching.
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State Registration of Medical Scientists
In addition to the Irish HE landscape being in a state of transition, the Medical Science
profession in the Republic of Ireland is also undergoing a period of change. In November
2017, under the Health and Social Care Professionals Act 2005, the then Minister for
Health, Simon Harris TD, appointed twelve persons to the newly formed Medical
Scientists Registration Board. This board is responsible for the regulation of Medical
Scientists working in the Republic of Ireland. The Medical Scientists Registration Board
opened for registration in March 2019 is overseen by the Health and Social Care
Professionals Council (CORU). As is the case with other regulated healthcare
professionals, the registration board is responsible for the promotion of high standards of
professional conduct and professional education, training, and competence amongst
medical scientists. The criteria and standards of proficiency for educational institutes
delivering these programmes were published in 2019 (CORU, 2019a). This document
provides guidance for education providers about what is expected with regards to
assessment. CORU require that the assessment strategy for the programme must be very
clearly detailed and that
Formative assessments may be part of the assessment used however the
summative assessments used to make progression decisions should be clearly
distinguished and suitable evidence may include the clear marking criteria used
to make these decision (CORU, 2019a).
At the time of writing this thesis, CORU is reviewing the medical science undergraduate
programme applications for approval. The programmes’ assessment strategies will need
to be aligned to also ensure that graduates have achieved the standards of proficiency that
CORU have published (CORU, 2019b). The CORU documentation has formalised the
requirements for educators and, though no major changes to the programme content and
delivery is required, there is considerable work involved in preparing for the approval
process. Mindful of these changes, this research study into current assessment practice

Chapter 1: Introduction and Context

11

will serve to inform decisions and support programme teams in their decisions regarding
assessment strategy.
1.2.3 Research Context - Personal Perspective
This research study emerged from my experience as a lecturer on the B.Sc. (Hons)
Medical Science programme in Galway Mayo Institute of Technology (GMIT). I have
been a full-time member of the academic staff in School of Science and Computing since
2006. I was appointed as an Assistant Lecturer due to my knowledge and experience as a
professional medical scientist in both clinical and industrial settings. As I was recruited
for my technical knowledge and experience, I had no formal qualification in teaching.
However, I had been delivering lectures for a number of years, on a part-time basis , prior
to my appointment, so was familiar with the processes and procedures of teaching in the
HEI on my start date.
As a member of the academic staff of the medical science programme, I am involved in
all 4 years of the programme. I deliver modules in Clinical Chemistry, Human
Physiology, and Applied Immunotechnology. The fact that I am a member of the
programme team at all 4 years allows me to have a deep knowledge of the programme
and makes me aware of the connections and requirements between the 4 years. It is not
uncommon for lecturers in IoT sector (section 1.2.1) to be in a similar situation, delivering
a number of modules across programmes.
As previously mentioned, programmes in IoTs and, in particular, in the School of Science
and Computing in GMIT have a high practical or laboratory element. The practical,
technical, and communication skills fostered in our students are key graduate attributes
of these programmes. The presentation and discussion of the results from laboratory
sessions is common practice in science education, with the ‘laboratory report’ being a
frequent assessment method used. When I started to deliver modules, my teaching was
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informed by my own experience and by the support and guidance given to me by
colleagues: I was basically doing what was done before. However, as outlined in section
1.2.1, there was considerable change occurring in the HE sector. To support staff through
these changes, and to offer the opportunity of Continuous Professional Development
(CPD), the HEI offered various short courses, seminars, and formal programmes in areas
such as TLA and policy changes. These are not obligatory and, in general, there is no
support in terms of teaching time reduction for academic staff, so they are taken on in
addition to other duties. I attended and participated in various sessions offered, in addition
to staying abreast of my subject area, by attending professional conferences and
conventions whenever possible. My motivation for this study grew from the CPD I
completed, as outlined in the next section.
Motivation for Research Study
This project grew organically from my experience as I developed in my role as an
educator and as my knowledge base grew as a consequence of CPD completed. GMIT
has integrated Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS) into year one of most programmes.
These timetabled sessions for first year students are facilitated by second year students
and offer students the opportunity to engage with course material, to collaborate with
peers and to get support from peers. The PASS leaders (year 2 students) are supported by
academic members of staff; I am the academic support for PASS leaders in my
department. I completed an intensive two-day PASS leader training in Manchester in
2010. Following this, I became very aware of the importance of peers in student learning
and the benefits of structured peer interaction in supporting student learning. As the
academic support for the PASS leaders, I have seen first-hand the collaboration that can
occur between students when given the opportunity. This, in turn, influenced my own
practice and sparked my interest in the area of peer assessment.
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In 2010, I completed a Level 9 (10 ECTS credits) module in Technology Enhanced
Learning (TEL). It was while completing this module that I was formally introduced to
learning theories and to the use of technology to support my teaching. In completing an
assignment for this module, I ran a pilot study using Moodle Virtual Learning
Environment, (VLE) to allow students on one of my modules to peer assess a laboratory
report. I chose a PA activity as a result of a study I read that used Moodle in PA activity.
In addition, I had an interest in the role of peers in learning and was also looking for ways
to engage my students. I was spending a lot of time marking student work and giving
feedback, only to see the same errors repeated in subsequent assignments. This was
especially evident in laboratory reports and I was interested in seeing if PA might be a
way of making students more aware of these issues.
In 2012, I undertook a level 9 (10 ECTS) module titled The Research Cycle: Theory and
Practice. This module introduced me to educational research (ER) and to the academic
discourse in the area of HE assessment. This module required me to propose, design, carry
out, and report on an educational research study. The topic of my research project was a
PA activity in a year 4 module titled, “A Critical Analysis of an Online Peer Assessment
Activity in a Year 4 Module in the School of Science GMIT”.
The TEL and the The Research Cycle: Theory and Practice modules were the main
drivers for me to want to engage more deeply with the area of assessment practice and
led to what was to develop into this research study. One consequence of the findings from
these studies and my engagement with the literature in TLA, was that I began to question
my own assessment practice and more widely the assessment strategy of the B.Sc. (Hons)
Medical Science programme. I identified a number of areas, therefore, for further follow
up and clarified that my aims were to:
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•

Add to my knowledge in the area of assessment and feedback.

•

Become clear as to the varying roles of assessment and to clarify the terms
associated with assessment.

•

Explore the use of PA as a formative assessment tool.

•

Engage deeply with the experience of both staff and students with respect to
assessment.

•

Investigate the programme’s assessment strategy.

•

Bridge the gap in the published literature on assessment from Irish point of
view and in particular in relation to medical science education

The above points underlie my research questions and the aim and objectives of this study,
as discussed in the next section of this thesis.
A conscious decision has been made to use the first person throughout this thesis. As a
medical scientist, I am very used to adopting a positivist stance in my academic writing.
The convention when reporting on quantitative studies is to write in the passive voice
(Annesley, 2010). Throughout the journey of this research, I have moved away from a
purely positivist viewpoint to a more interpretivist stance. On reflection, I acknowledge
that when I first researched PA in one of my modules one of my objectives was to
compare student assigned marks versus lecturer assigned marks and the data I collected
was mainly quantitative. I have since moved away from this approach to incorporate
qualitative data and realise that the experiences and opinions of the participants were
crucial components of the data, of more significance than the marks assigned. For this
study, the methodology and methods used are discussed in Chapter 3. It is important to
recognize the subjective nature of the interpretation of qualitative data and, therefore, my
choice to use the first person confirms my ownership of the interpretations and analyses.
Furthermore, this thesis is an opportunity for me to detail my research journey for the
reader, and, as such, it is appropriate that I use the first person in telling my story. In
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summary, my approach acknowledges my subjective position and my situatedness as a
researcher and I present, here, my study, my approach to the research questions, my
design, methods, data collection, analysis, and the conclusions drawn.
1.3

Research Questions, Aim and Objectives

As will be discussed in Chapter 2, the literature is rich with publications on assessment
in HE, including formative, peer and self-assessment (Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Boud
and Falchikov, 2007; Carless, 2014; Panadero and Brown, 2017). However, there is a
dearth of educational research relating to assessment in the Irish context (National Forum,
2017b). There is particularly a gap in the literature with regards to assessment practice in
medical science education. As such, this research serves to bridge that gap.

Presented here is an interrogation of the current practices in assessment on three medical
science programmes, the current use of PA, and the opinions and experiences of the
students and staff in this discipline area. This research study will add to the details of the
overall picture of assessment practice in Ireland, which is currently incomplete (National
Forum, 2017b). As outlined in section 1.2.3, my motivation to carry out this study came
from previous studies and the areas that arose from these studies that for me warranted
further investigation.
Students view assessment as being important and will use ‘cues’ to direct their learning
(Gibbs et al., 2003; Bryan and Clegg, 2006; Race, 2010). For this study, the following
questions, in relation to the students of these programmes, were deemed important:
•

What are students’ experiences and opinions of assessment and feedback?

•

How familiar are students with the terminology of assessment?

•

What are students’ experiences and opinions of Peer Assessment?
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As will be seen in the discussion on the assessment literature in Chapter 2, academic staff
play a key role in effective assessment and as such for the academics in the three
programmes it is imperative to ascertain:
•

How do academic staff in Medical/Biomedical Science currently approach
assessment and feedback?

•

To what extent does educational theory and/or institutional policies and
procedures influence assessment practice?

•

Is peer assessment currently adopted by staff? If so, what are the experiences
and opinions regarding the inclusion of PA?

The HEI in which a programme is based plays a role in the assessment strategies and
approaches to assessment methodology that the programme board may take. In the
development of a framework across three different institutions, it is important to know:
•

Are there institutional policies or procedures around assessment and feedback
that support (or are in conflict with) innovation in assessment strategy?

•

Is there a programmatic approach to assessment strategies?

•

What framework can we develop that will enhance the learning experience of
students with particular respect to peer assessment in these institutions?

This research study involves an investigation into assessment practice in undergraduate
medical science education in the RoI. The overall aim is to work towards the development
of a framework for the inclusion of PA in these programmes; in effect, to identify a set of
guiding principles from which a model or application of practice can evolve. In order to
achieve this aim, a knowledge and understanding of the current status, with respect to
assessment, is paramount.
The research questions, as described above, led to the articulation of the research
objectives and sub-objectives. The main objectives of my study are to:
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•

Complete a comprehensive analysis of the published literature in area of
assessment, with particular reference to PA.

•

Investigate the opinions and experience of the students on these programmes,
with respect to assessment and feedback, both generally and with particular
reference to PA.

•

Ascertain the assessment practice of the staff of the three programmes in
relation to assessment and feedback, including the use of, and experiences with,
PA.

•

For each HEI involved, investigate the institute and the programme approach
to assessment.

In order to achieve each of these objectives there are a number of sub-objectives
identified, as illustrated below in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 Research Aim, Objectives and Sub-objectives
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These objectives and sub-objectives provide the necessary evidence to confirm current
assessment practice and contribute to the understanding of assessment in the education of
Medical Scientists from the Irish perspective. The findings distilled with the analysis of
the literature have informed the development of a framework for the inclusion of PA that
can be used by academics as part of their assessment strategy in the future.
1.4

Overview of Research Design and Methodology

The approach taken to meet the aim and objectives of this study is discussed in detail in
Chapter 3. Outlined here is an overview of the research design and methodology. The
aim, objectives, and the research questions that underpin these are the driver for the
overall approach to how the study was designed. In order to achieve the aim of this
research, there was a need to acquire descriptive, quantitative, and empirical data on
which to build a framework. This is a practice-driven project and, as such, is aligned
strongly with the pragmatic paradigm. As described in section 1.2.3, this research study
arose from my interest in changing practice. As finding a practical solution to the
questions posed is important to me, a pragmatic stance is therefore appropriate. Within
the pragmatic paradigm, the adoption of some interpretivist epistemologies is appropriate,
recognising the ability of each individual to construct meaning from social situations
(Mertens, 2014). Each participant in this study will derive different meaning or will
perceive situations differently due to the fact that each has had differing experiences, both
internal and external to the educational environment (Biesta and Burbules, 2003).
The approach to the research design, as discussed in Chapter 3 and illustrated in Figure 2
below, is a staged approach. The initial stage of the study, Stage 1 - Exploratory stage,
involved an exploration of one Medical Science programme’s approach to assessment,
the inclusion of PA in the programme, and an investigation into the views and opinions
of staff and students of the programme. During Stage 2, data was collected from a number
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of sources in a design that was developed from reviewing the outcomes of Stage 1. Stage
3 is the phase which encompasses the analysis of the data collected during Stage 2. The
final stage, Stage 4, is where the analysis of the findings from Stage 3 distilled with the
literature analysis led to the development of the Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework
(PPAF).

Figure 2 Overview of Research Design

As will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3, the use of mixed methods was deemed
appropriate for this study; this gave the advantage of using both quantitative and
qualitative data, combining the benefits of both (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). When
evaluating the range of methods available, it was clear that in order to meet the aim and
objectives, a mixed method approach was warranted. For example, for some sub-
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objectives, the nature of the knowledge (the relevant data) is quantitative (e.g. audit the
programmes' module descriptors for visibility of FA and PA), whereas for others (e.g.
establish the experience and opinions of students with respect to assessment and
feedback) a qualitative approach is appropriate, thus justifying the pragmatic approach to
the research using mixed methods taken.
The methods chosen were to allow the objectives of the research to be met. Informed by
the literature and other developed frameworks (Guerin et al., 2012; Scott, 2013; Jessop
and Tomas, 2016), the audit of the module documentation was included to capture the
assessment strategies of the programmes and the variety of assessment methods, in
particular PA, in use. Questionnaire results of staff and students were included as a means
of gaining data from a wide representation of both groups from all three programmes.
Interviews with a representation of staff and heads of departments of the three
programmes were carried out as a means of performing a deeper examination into the
pedagogical approach to assessment and to the inclusion of PA in the programmes. Figure
3 demonstrates the alignment between the research questions (section 1.3), the research
aim and objectives, and the methods used. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter
3. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected, with a predominance of
qualitative data. The quantitative data was analysed using Excel Office 365 (Online);
meeting the objectives of this study did not require complex statistical analysis. The
qualitative data, which is the predominant source of the data presented in my study, was
analysed in two stages. Firstly, the main findings from each of these data collection
methods and the emerging themes from the analysis of the data collected was analysed.
This is presented in chapter 5 of this thesis. Following this, a thematic analysis was
performed on the data based on the procedure described by Braun and Clark (2006), with
the aid of the software tool NVivo11/12. The thematic analysis is discussed in chapter 6.
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Figure 3 Overview of the research questions, research objectives, sub-objectives
and methods used.

1.4.1 Study Population and Participants
The focus of this study is medical science undergraduate education in the RoI. The aim
and objectives are to interrogate the assessment practice of the staff and the experiences
and the opinions of the staff and students in relation to assessment. The study population
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are the staff and students on these programmes. As outlined in Section 1.2.2, there are
three such programmes, delivered in MTU (previously CIT) with UCC, TU Dublin, and
GMIT, that are included in this study. Institute names are not visible in the data to ensure
anonymity to all participants. All registered students on these programmes were invited
to participate by completing an anonymous online questionnaire, as outlined in section
3.8.2. Separately, all staff that are involved in delivery of modules on the three
programmes were invited to complete an anonymous online questionnaire (section 3.8.2).
As part of this questionnaire, respondents were further invited to volunteer to participate
in an interview process; this was to attain a more in-depth knowledge of staff practice
(section 1.4 and Chapter 5). A senior academic from each institution was also individually
invited to participate in the interview process (section 3.8.2). This purposive sampling
involved preselection of the participants by the researcher who “relies on his or her own
judgment when choosing members of population to participate in the study” (Dudovskiy,
2016)
A breakdown of the study population and participants is presented in Table 1. More
detailed information on participant demographics can be found in chapters 4, 5, and 6.
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Table 1 Breakdown of study population and study participants

Study Population
Institute

A

B

C

Total

Number of
registered
students.

115

164

111

390

26

32

22

80

A

B

C

Total

59

33

79

171*

Number of
staff
questionnaire
respondents indicated
their institution.

8

11

14

33*

Number of
Staff
interviewed.

4**

5**

4**

13

Number of
staff involved
with
programme.

Study Participants
Institute
Number of
student
respondents indicated
their institution.

* not all respondents indicated their HEI, **includes senior academic/HoD

1.5

Scope and Limitations

The study presented here is an investigation into the undergraduate education of medical
scientists in Irish HEIs. The scope of this study is to investigate the current assessment
practice and the experiences of the staff and students on these three programmes, with
respect to assessment, feedback, and PA, with a view to develop a framework for the
inclusion of PA, in particular. These programmes are chosen since they represent medical
science undergraduate education delivered in the RoI that are currently accredited by the
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Irish professional body, the ACSLM, and therefore allow graduates to enter into the
profession as per the Health and Social Care Professionals Act (2005).
The study was limited to the aspect of the delivery of the programme that occurs within
the HEI. Practice placement educators and any external project supervisors were not part
of this study. This limitation was placed so as to allow collation of a comprehensive and
complete picture of assessment practice by academic staff and serves as foundation
research on which further studies may be planned. The application of PA in professional
practice was also outside the scope of this study and while this would be an area
recommended for future research, employers, and practicing medical scientists were not
part of the study population.
This is a practice-driven study rooted in the pragmatic paradigm, as outlined in section
1.4 and discussed in detail in chapter 3. It is important to define at this point that this is
not a study directed at changing policy within these institutes. The aim is to interrogate
current practices and to develop a framework that can be applied within the existing
constraints that academics and students find themselves. An output from the study may
be some recommendations regarding policy or suggestions of supports that these HEIs
may consider for their staff and students. Therefore, the focus for this study is to establish
the present practice and to develop a framework for the inclusion of PA within these
programmes.
While the data is related to the staff and students on medical science programmes the
framework developed has the potential to be applied to other similar programmes.
1.6

Contributions to Knowledge

The importance of this study is twofold. Not only do the outputs of this study add to the
knowledge on assessment in Irish HE context, but they also provide a comprehensive and
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unique study of the state of assessment practice within the Irish medical science
undergraduate education. The specifics of the contributions that this study has made are
presented in detail in Chapter 8 (section 8.3). The PPAF developed outlines a framework
for academics interested in including PA as a more formative assessment methodology in
their assessment practice.
1.7

Structure of Thesis

This thesis is structured in eight chapters, each opening with an introduction and closing
with conclusions drawn from the chapter. The following is a brief overview of each
chapter.
In chapter 1, I introduce my study and set the research context at national, HEI, and
programme level. My motivation to complete this study is explained. The research
questions, aim, and objectives and an overview of the research design and methodology
are presented. The study population and the scope and limitations of this study are
outlined and a brief overview of the structure of the thesis is included.
In chapter 2, I present my comprehensive analysis of the literature in relation to
assessment in HE. Initially, the wider literature on assessment in HE is explored, the key
principles and properties of assessment and feedback in HE are examined. The focus is
then on PA, the classification of PA in the literature, an analysis of PA practice and the
key findings from published PA practice are presented. The chapter concludes with the
conclusions drawn from the literature and includes the key points distilled from the
literature for effective PA.
In chapter 3, I present the approach taken with this research study and the theoretical and
philosophical framework that guided the research design. An exploration outlining
educational research and the use of mixed methodology, as applies to this study, is
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presented. I discuss the methods employed and the ethical considerations for the research
study.
Chapter 4 is a discussion of the first stage of my study. This exploratory stage was an
exploration of one Medical Science programme’s approach to assessment, the inclusion
of PA in the programme, and an investigation into the opinions and experiences of staff
and students of the programme. The chapter opens with an introduction to the design of
the exploratory stage (Stage 1) of the research. The findings from each step of this stage
of the study are then presented, followed by an analysis and discussion of the main
findings. The chapter closes with a section on the conclusions drawn from this exploratory
research and a link to the next chapter.
In chapter 5, I present the main findings from each of the data collection methods and the
emerging themes from my analysis of the data. The findings are presented as they directly
align to the research objectives and sub-objectives as illustrated in Figure 3.
Chapter 6 is a presentation of the second layer of the analysis of the data. Following the
initial analysis as reported in chapter 5, a wider view of the data was taken, and thematic
analysis of the qualitative data performed. The chapter opens with a description of the
approach taken to the data analysis, the findings from each stage of the analysis is then
presented, followed by the three main themes identified. The chapter closes with the
conclusions drawn from the data analysis that are used to inform the development of a
framework.
In chapter 7, I discuss my analysis of the data from chapters 5 and 6 in conjunction with
the seven key properties of PA identified from my literature analysis in chapter 2 (section
2.8). The distillation of this discussion resulted in the development of the Pragmatic Peer
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Assessment Framework (PPAF). This chapter also includes a supporting model for the
adoption of the PPAF by a practitioner wanting to include PA in their assessment strategy.
In chapter 8, I broaden my focus to look at the study and the findings from a wider
viewpoint and present the overall conclusions drawn from this study. Also presented are
the contributions to knowledge that my study has made, the identified limitations of my
study and future plans.
The concluding chapter is a report of an Invitational Webinar on Peer Assessment (PA)
chaired by Professor Sally Brown. This webinar provided an opportunity for an expert
panel to comment on the value of the developed framework, as it had not been possible
to hold such an event prior to submission of the thesis due to the ongoing global pandemic.
1.8

Summary of Chapter 1

In this chapter, I have introduced the research study and the context of the study, setting
the environment within which these programmes are situated. My motivation to embark
on this journey is also explained. The main aim and the objectives that informed the
approach to this study are outlined. An overview of the research design and methodology
is presented explaining how the study is aligned to the pragmatic paradigm and how a
mixed methods approach was taken. Figure 3 illustrates how the research questions
underpin the aim and objectives and led to the choice of data collection methods used.
The study participants are introduced, and the scope and limitations are presented. This
study is the first of its kind on the assessment practices in the three undergraduate medical
science programmes in the RoI, with particular focus on PA, adding to the overall picture
of assessment in HE in the RoI. In the next chapter, the context of assessment in HE is
further developed and an analysis of the literature in the area of assessment and PA is
presented.

Chapter 1: Introduction and Context

29

LITERATURE ANALYSIS

2.1

Introduction to Chapter 2

In Chapter 1, I introduced the research study, presented the rationale, and outlined the
setting in a changing Irish Higher Education (HE) sector for undergraduate medical
science education. As outlined in chapter 1, assessment is integral to Teaching, Learning
and Assessment (TLA) in HE and tends to be what students focus their time and energy
on (Black and Wiliam, 2018; Bryan and Clegg, 2019). Assessment has the potential to
support student learning and assist in the development of key skills such as self-regulation
and evaluation, the ‘soft’ skills that are not necessarily discipline specific but are an
attribute expected of all third level graduates (Boud and Falchikov, 2006). The analysis
of the literature to follow is informed by the aim and objectives of this study, as introduced
in Chapter 1, and discussed in Chapter 3.
This chapter opens with a brief description of the methodology of the literature analysis.
The next section deals with establishing a shared understanding of the terminology of
assessment. The key principles and properties of assessment in HE are then explored. The
literature on feedback as an essential component of effective assessment is examined. The
classification of peer assessment (PA) in the literature, an analysis of PA practice, and the
key findings from published PA practice are then presented. The chapter concludes then
with an overview of the key points from the literature as applicable to the aim and
objectives of this study, listing the key principles of effective PA.
2.1.1 Literature Analysis Methodology
This chapter presents my analysis of the literature with respect to assessment in HE. The
approach taken to the literature analysis is outlined here. At the beginning of this study, I
completed a level 9, 5 ECTS, Assessment and Feedback module run by the Learning
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Teaching and Technology Centre (LTTC) in, what was then, Dublin Institute of
Technology (DIT). An objective of this module was to expose the learner to relevant
literature and theories, with respect to assessment and feedback, and this served as a solid
starting place for my engagement with the literature (Appendix A).
Using my HEI’s library multi-search facilities, print books, eBooks and journal
publications were sourced using advanced keyword searches such as ‘assessment’,
‘higher education assessment’, ‘assessment and feedback HE’, ‘Biosciences education’,
‘Medical science and assessment’, and ‘biomedical science’. Databases that were
included were Elsevier, Science direct, Web of knowledge, Web of science, EBSCO,
Google Scholar and ResearchGate. Initially, my analysis was that of the literature, dealing
with assessment in HE in general. The properties and principles of assessment that
support learning and the contemporary issues arising were reviewed to support this, and
a mind map was generated at the start of my study. Following on from this general
assessment analysis, a more focused analysis of the literature on PA was performed. This
was achieved by interrogating the literature to establish the published theories and
practice of peer assessment keyword searches related to ‘peer assessment and HE’ and
‘biomedical/medical science education peer assessment’. Throughout the analysis of the
literature, the snowball method was also used, with citations within papers identifying
further sources as my analysis progressed (Wohlin, 2014).
During the course of the study, attendance at conferences such as the Assessment in
Higher Education (AHE) conference, All Ireland Learning Teaching and Assessment
(AILTA), Heads of University Centres for Biomedical Sciences (HUCBMS), and the biannual events run by the ACSLM – Biomedica and LabCon, was a beneficial way of
allowing me to keep up to date and identify work in the area. Social media was also found
to be a useful way of keeping up to date with some of the prolific writers in TLA.
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2.1.2 Defining Assessment.
As assessment is a complex topic, it can be difficult to get a clear and concise definition
of what assessment actually means (Price et al., 2011). This lack of clarity can lead to
confusion, as there does not appear to be universal agreement on what ‘assessment’ in
HE actually means. Joughin (2009) describes how discussions on assessment are
complicated by the emotion that the term evokes in people, often associated with their
own experiences of assessment and that people’s understanding of assessment can be
“skewed by our particular contexts”. Similarly, Brown outlines the anxiety that
assessment can cause for students and agrees with Boud when he states that assessment
is possibly the cause of most anxiety for students than any other aspect of HE life (Brown
and Glasner, 1999; Boud and Falchikov, 2006; Joughin, 2009).
The Cambridge Dictionary defines assessment as: “the act of judging or deciding the
amount, value, quality, or importance of something” (Cambridge, 2020). Banta presents
a definition of assessment as “the process of providing credible evidence of, resources,
implementation actions and outcomes undertaken for the purpose of improving the
effectiveness of instruction, programs and services in higher education” (Banta and
Palomba, 2014, p.2). This definition by Banta is a broad overarching definition,
demonstrating the role of assessment in delivering information at student, academic staff,
and management level and somewhat more detailed than that published earlier by
Palomba and Banta. “Assessment is the systematic collection, review, and use of
information about educational programs undertaken for the purpose of improving student
learning and development” (1999, p.4). Both of these definitions refer to the role of
assessment in gaining information about educational programmes. If we focus more on
the role of assessment from the academic practitioner and student perspective Erwin’s
definition may be more appropriate, “the process of defining, selecting, designing,
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collecting, analysing, interpreting, and using information to increase students’ learning
and development” (Erwin, 1991). Black and Wiliam refer to assessment as a “procedure
for making inferences”, and what the inferences specifically relate to helps to distinguish
the function of the assessment (2018).
At a national level, the bodies responsible for governance of HEIs tend to refer to
assessment as its role in verifying academic achievement. The Higher Education
Academy refer to assessment of student learning as a “fundamental function of higher
education. It is the means by which we assure and express academic standards and has a
vital impact on student behaviour, staff time and university reputation” (HEA, 2012, p.
7) . QQI state that “assessment (specifically assessment of learning) means inference (e.g.
judgement or estimation or evaluation) of a learner’s knowledge, skill or competence by
comparison with a standard based on appropriate evidence” (QQI, 2013, p. 6). It is seen
here that the definitions given by these bodies refer to the context in which assessment
has a specific role. In both these cases, the role of assessment as an indicator of academic
achievement is evident and the purpose of assessment is to provide such evidence as part
of the HEI quality assurance framework or for external bodies to have assurance of
standards applied. Joughin (2009) stated that one of the issues with acquiring a universal
definition of assessment is that we tend to see assessment from our own context. This is
exemplified by the definition given by both the HEA and QQI. These bodies play a role
in overseeing the standards of HE programmes (Chapter 1, section 1.2.1). The context for
these definitions is that assessment is part of the QA of the institute to give this
information. Therefore, at various levels within a HEI, the definition of assessment may
be linked to the context in which it is seen.
Black and Wiliam (2018) argue that assessment can only be understood when
consideration is given to the wider context within which the assessment takes place. When
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the above definitions are used, there is an association of a grade or a mark with assessment
and the belief that assessment is a ‘measure’ of what has been learned (Sambell et al.,
2012). While this is a fundamental purpose of assessment, when we discuss assessment
in the context of HE it is only one aspect. Assessment also has a central role in informing
teaching activities and can be used to improve learning (Huba and Freed, 2000).
Joughin (2009) distilled several definitions of assessment to suggest that judgement and
inference are at the core of assessment. The proposed definition is as follows: “To assess
is to make judgements about students’ work, inferring from this what they have the
capacity to do in the assessed domain, and thus what they know, value, or are capable of
doing” (Joughin, 2009, p.16). This definition does not state who, when, why, or how the
assessment is performed, but Joughin argues that this definition allows for the link
between assessment and learning to be discussed.
The above definition resonates strongly with me and, as such, for this study the definition
of assessment that I use is an adaptation of Joughin’s. I define assessment as ‘an activity
that provides information against specific criteria (i.e. makes a judgement) on student
learning and provides feedback to both the learner and the reviewer’. In this thesis, I am
discussing undergraduate education, so my discussion of assessment is not in relation to
the evaluation of programmes.
By defining assessment as ‘an activity that provides information against specific criteria
(i.e. makes a judgement) on student learning and provides feedback to both the learner
and the reviewer’, I do not specify who is generating the information or providing the
feedback. If the student is the reviewer and they are reviewing their own work then this
can be described as ‘self-assessment’ and if they are reviewing the work of others, then it
can be defined as ‘peer assessment’. This working definition of assessment and PA builds
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on the definitions by Adachi et al. (2018b). A deeper discussion on PA appears later in
this chapter (section 2.5).
2.1.3 Terms Associated with Assessment in Higher Education Literature
Assessment in HE has changed over time from where it was solely used in the decision
for progression within a programme, or the award level of a programme to include its use
as a tool, for and as learning (Boud, 2003; Bryan and Clegg, 2006; Taras, 2008; Cartney,
2010; Hernández, 2012; Rotsaert et al., 2017). The significant role assessment plays in
HE is highlighted by the following quote from Boud (1995, p.35): “[S]tudents can, with
difficulty, escape the effects of poor teaching, they cannot (by definition, if they want to
graduate)…escape the effects of poor assessment”.
There are a number of terms associated with assessment used throughout the literature,
such as summative assessment (SA) and formative assessment (FA). These are not always
used in the same way, as demonstrated by McDowell et al. (2009) in their paper on the
history of assessment for learning. Other terms that are seen in the literature in relation to
assessment in HE is that of ‘assessment of, for and as learning’. These terms are often
used by academics who view assessment as a means of supporting learning (Gibbs et al.,
2003; Brown, 2004; Taras, 2010; Sambell et al., 2012; National Forum, 2016). As a
starting point in my analysis of the literature, it was necessary that I establish clarity with
respect to the terminology associated with assessment.
Formative and Summative Assessment.
In HE, there is often a tendency to divide assessment into two categories, formative and
summative, and to describe them as if they are mutually exclusive to each other (Brown
and Glasner, 1999). Formative assessment can be described as assessment that is related
to the generation of feedback to those involved in the process. Summative assessment is
generally associated with the generation of a mark or grade (Bell and Cowie, 2001; Taras,
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2008; Hernández, 2012; Banta and Palomba, 2014). It is difficult to get a clear and concise
definition of these terms and, as such, a lack of clarity can exist in practice (McDowell et
al., 2009). These terms are discussed further in this chapter (section 2.3) but for now it is
important to say that the terms are not mutually exclusively and, in practice, assessment
may have elements of both. As described in the previous section, Black and Wiliam
describe the function of assessment as related to the inferences drawn from the procedure.
Assessment is described as having a summative role when inferences relate to the status
of the student. When the inferences relate to the kinds of actions that would best help the
student learn then the authors state, the assessment is functioning formatively (2018).
Learning Outcomes and Constructive Alignment
Two terms that are consistently referenced in the literature in relation to assessment are
Learning Outcomes (LOs) and Constructive Alignment. A brief introduction to these
terms is necessary at this point; a more detailed discussion on these terms is found later
in this chapter (section 2.2). The LOs of a module or a programme are what Joughin might
define as the ‘specific criteria’ that a student may be assessed against. It is what is
expected to be achieved at the end of the period of study (Biggs and Tang, 2010). If this
is what we expect students to know or be able to do, then we should assess against these
i.e. we align the assessment to the LO. Constructive alignment is more than just matching
the assessment with the LO, it is an approach to curriculum design that involves
assessment in such a way that the learning environment allows the learner to meet the LO
by aligning both the teaching and the assessment activities with the LO (Biggs and Tang,
2011). A deeper discussion on this topic is presented later in this chapter.
Continuous and Practical Assessment
Within Irish HEIs, and in the IoT sector in particular, due to the high practical element,
the manner in which a module is ‘assessed’ is often made up of what is referred to as
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“Continuous assessment” and “Final/terminal exam” elements (Bree, 2017). Continuous
assessment (CA) refers to assessment that occurs during the period of learning and, at
times, is referred to as ‘formative’. However, there is often a weighting given to this
assessment, so it has a ‘summative’ element. Continuous assessment may also be referred
to as coursework (Hernández, 2012; Bree, 2017). The final exam is generally summative
in nature, usually occurring at the end of the period of study and generally has a mark
attached to it.
The programmes in this study have a high practical component and the demonstration of
practical skills and competencies are required to meet the professional requirements, e.g.
the ACSLM require that within the programme laboratory practical skills must be
assessed (ACSLM, N.D.); as such, ‘practical assessments’ are part of each programmes
assessment strategy. The definition of the term practical assessment for my study refers
to the use of laboratory reports and the observation of students performing specific
practical tasks, as is common in science programmes (Hughes, 2004).
Programmatic Assessment
Another term associated with assessment that has emerged strongly from the literature is
that of programmatic assessment. Programmatic assessment or a programmatic approach
to assessment requires that the assessment strategy for a programme be viewed in whole.
The focus should be on the overall achievement of programme LOs and the avoidance of
the ‘silo’ approach to each module, where there is no connection between modules within
a stage or between stages (Knight, 2000; McDowell, 2012; Jessop and Tomas, 2017).
2.1.4 Purpose of Assessment in Higher Education
As demonstrated in section 2.1.2, the definition of assessment is often linked to the
purpose of the assessment. Assessment in HE can be described as having three main
purposes or potential roles: (Fry et al., 2015)
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•

Certification or achievement of standards. Assessment is used to demonstrate
that the student has reached the appropriate level to graduate from the
programme or to progress within the programme.

•

Assessment is part of the QA of the programme or the HEI; confirming that the
procedures followed are in line with the HEI and with national standards (Fry
et al., 2015).

•

Assessment can support student learning either though the provision of
feedback or by the activity itself, assessment as and for learning.

The first two purposes are very much what is described as ‘assessment of learning’ and,
as the NFT&L pointed out, are in line with Sambell (2012) that this assessment form,
where there is a mark or a grade attached, is generally what staff and students understand
assessment to be (National Forum, 2017a). The third purpose of assessment is the
description of assessment in promoting student learning – the ‘assessment as and for
learning’.
The role of assessment in promoting learning is not necessarily a new idea (Angelo,
1999). Carless (2014) outlined what he termed learning oriented assessment; assessment
that is directed to support the learning. It is generally accepted in the literature that
assessment is a driver for student activity and engagement (Joughin, 2009; Wiliam, 2013;
Heritage, 2018), thus it seems that it should be obvious to plan and execute assessment
with learning in mind. The terms assessment of, for and as learning generate some overlap
with the terms summative and formative and it can cause confusion to staff if not clearly
defined (Taras, 2008; McDowell et al., 2009). The learning that takes place, i.e. promoted
by assessment, is seen at the overlap between all three assessment roles (National Forum,
2017a as depicted in Figure 4 below.
In addition to the discipline specific knowledge students must acquire, there is also a need
for students to develop other more general skills while in HE. The skill of being able to
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reflect on and monitor their own performance, for example, is an attribute that is expected
in the workplace, thus assessment ‘as’ learning is an important aspect of the triad (Boud
and Falchikov, 2007; QAA, 2015).

Figure 4 Assessment terminology (National Forum, 2017a)

2.2

Key Principles of Assessment in Higher Education

In the preceding section, I introduced my working definition of assessment, introduced
some of the main terms that are associated with assessment, and introduced the key
purposes of assessment in HE. As has been pointed out, a universal definition of
assessment does not clearly exist and assessment is often described in relation to the
context under discussion (Taras and Davies, 2013). As the aim of this study is to develop
a framework for the inclusion of PA, it is important to first explore the principles of
assessment in HE and then to analyse the literature on PA.
Students view assessment as what is important and will use ‘cues’ to direct their learning
(Gibbs et al., 2003; Bryan and Clegg, 2006; Race, 2010). In order for assessment to
enhance student learning, a number of properties or principles that an assessment strategy
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should possess have been proposed (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004a). Brown (2004) states
that assessment must be fit for purpose and that assessment is possibly the most important
aspect of teaching in HE. In agreement with this, Race (2010) also states that assessment
must be valid, reliable, transparent, authentic, integral to learning, and inclusive. Taras
(2008) states that assessment and learning are in competition with each other for the
position at the top of the educational experience. Biggs and Tang (2011) refer to
assessment being the ‘senior partner in learning and teaching’ and Wiliam emphasises the
role of assessment in learning describing it as the bridge between teaching and learning
(T&L), (Wiliam, 2013). In a reflective piece on assessment practices in Irish HE, Dr
Marion Palmer presented her view of student learning. It is similar to that presented by
the NFT&L, placing learning at the centre of teaching and assessment, as illustrated below
(Palmer, 2016).

Figure 5 A view of student learning (Palmer,2016)

Broadfoot et al. (1999) outlined 7 characteristics of assessment that promote learning.
These include that assessment be embedded in T&L, dialogical and enable students to
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develop evaluative skills. Gibbs et al. (2003) identified eleven conditions under which
assessment supports student learning. The conditions are listed below and grouped under
four main headings. Points 1 to 4 refer to the design and execution of the assessment, with
the remaining points relating to feedback. Gibbs et al. (2003) propose that, for assessment
to support learning, feedback is a key component of the process.
Quantity and distribution of student effort
1. Assessed tasks capture sufficient study time and effort,
2. These tasks distribute student effort evenly across topics and weeks,
Quality and level of student effort
3. These tasks engage students in productive learning activity,
4. Assessment communicates clear and high expectations to students,
Quantity and timing of feedback
5. Sufficient feedback is provided, both often enough and in enough detail,
6. The feedback is provided quickly enough to be useful to students,
Quality of feedback
7. Feedback focuses on learning rather than on marks or students themselves,
8. Feedback is linked to the purpose of the assignment and to criteria,
9. Feedback is understandable to students, given their sophistication,
Student response to feedback
10. Feedback is received by students and attended to,
11. Feedback is acted upon by students to improve their work or their learning
(Gibbs et al., 2003; Gibbs and Simpson, 2004b).

Upon review, Gibbs et al. propose that, for assessment to be effective in promoting
student learning, there has to be attention given to the planning and timing of the
assessment activity. In addition to this, feedback must be provided and, as has been
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described by Carless, the feedback loop must be closed, in effect, the opportunity for a
response or action on feedback which may be referred to as feedforward (Carless, 2019).
Feedback and its essential role in assessment and supporting student learning are
discussed later in this chapter (section 2.4).
Rust (2007), in summarising Gibbs et al.’s conditions, refers to the generation of a
learning opportunity through ‘appropriate activity’. The use of appropriate assessment is
fundamental to assessment success and Joughin (2010) points out that “inappropriate
assessment procedure’ may be a detriment to the learning approaches taken by students
and result in ‘surface approaches”.
The Assessment Standards Knowledge exchange (ASKe) Centre for Excellence in
Teaching and Learning (CETL) group in Oxford Brookes outlined a three step approach
in adopting a ‘social constructivist’ approach to assessment. Rust et al. (2005) presented
a dynamic process model which consists of two interrelated cycles of desirable practice
for both staff and students, depicting a social constructivist approach to assessment. If we
agree that learning is socially constructed, and that assessment is a key component of
learning, it seems appropriate that assessment is also seen as a social construct (Rust et
al., 2005), assisting in bridging what Vygotsky termed the zone of proximal development
(Vygotsky, 1978). The key points in this approach are similar to the conditions outlined
by Gibbs et al. and are summarised into three points below.
1. Understand the theory.
2. Engage students with the assessment criteria.
3. Engage students with the feedback. (Rust et al., 2005)

Bloxham and Boud (2007) also proposed a number of principles for assessment that
support learning. In summary, their principles state that assessment should be appropriate
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for student learning, integrated with learning and be part of the learning process. They
also propose that assessment should involve students in self-reflection and selfassessment, designed so that students know what to expect. They further state that
assessment should allow the opportunity for ‘feed forward’, be fit for purpose, aligned
with LOs, be authentic, and, not only evaluate students, but evaluate teaching and offer
ways to improve. Rust (2007) refers to good practice principles in relation to assessment
that incorporate the essential traits of assessment and feedback or how assessment should
be incorporated into a programme.
As can be seen, there is agreement with the fundamental principles of assessment in order
to facilitate learning. To assist in putting these conditions into practice, Race (2019) lists
what he refers to as the values of assessment .
1.

Assessment should be valid,

2.

Assessment should be reliable,

3.

Assessment should be transparent,

4.

Assessment should be authentic,

5.

Assessment should motivate students to learn,

6.

Assessment should be inclusive,

7.

Assessment should be diverse,

8.

Assessment should have a formative role,

9.

Assessment should be timely,

10.

Assessment should be incremental.

Brown (cited in Bryan and Clegg, (2019), lists 5 propositions to ensure that assessment
and feedback are integral and contribute to student learning:
1.

Assessment must serve student learning,
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2.

Assessment must be fit for purpose,

3.

Assessment must be deliberative and sequenced series of activities
demonstrating progressive achievement,

4.

Assessment must be dialogic,

5.

Assessment must be authentic.

Adding to the discourse on assessment, a recent publication by JISC (2020) outlines 5
principles that programmes should apply to transform assessment using technology;
authentic, accessible, appropriately automated, continuous and secure. While the focus in
this publication is on the use of technology, some of these principles are independent of
the mode of assessment and overlap with the other published principles mentioned.
An awareness and understanding of assessment criteria is key to the success of assessment
(Price et al., 2008). They argue for the movement of assessment standards outside the
sole domain of the academic to allow students to engage and understand them. Their
manifesto argues for the inclusion of assessment for learning, the focus on the attainment
of learning outcomes, the social construction of assessment standards to encourage
dialogue between staff and students, the seamless inclusion of engagement with
assessment standards in programmes, and the importance of staff development to support
assessment practice Price et al. (2008).
To summarise, the above writers, while they phrase things differently, share some
common themes in each of their writings. From my analysis of the literature, it appears
that the core principles and properties of assessment in HE can be divided into 2 sections:
assessment design and management of the assessment (Figure 6).
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Assessment
Design

Management
of the
assessment
activity

o Authentic
o Valid - Aligned to LO
o Appropriate for Level
o Appropriate Weighting – Formative or Summative
o Clearly Defined Criteria
o Transparent and Inclusive
o Allow for Feedback Dialogue

o Timely
o Allow students time to engage with criteria and with
the task (practice/ exemplars)
o Allow dialogue – formal / informal feedback

Figure 6 Key Principles of Assessment in HE

It can be seen from the summary above that, if we want assessment to be successful in
supporting student learning, we need to give time and attention to the design and
management of the activity. Assessment should be designed with the social constructive
nature of learning in mind (Rust et al., 2005). Reinholz describes the assessment cycle as
beginning when students are given the opportunity to understand and engage with the
criteria. The cycle continues, following submission of work students gain feedback,
aligned to the specific criteria, with ongoing dialogue with staff (Reinholz, 2016). Staff
that are involved in the design of assessment should do so informed by the core principles
of assessment, as described above. In the implementation of assessment, staff need to
engage in dialogue with students at all stages and need to be supported by their institute
in the development of such assessment practice (Rust et al., 2005; Bryan and Clegg,
2019). HEIs generally develop a series of guiding principles or values with respect to
assessment that are often based on these conditions (Gibbs and Simpson, 2005; Gibbs,
2010). However, Banta and Palomba (2014, p.11) argued, when discussing policy
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documents, that they are often seen by staff as aspirational as they lack practical specifics
to support staff. It is important therefore that staff are supported in the development of
effective assessment.
2.2.1 Learning Outcomes and Constructive Alignment
I previously introduced the terms learning outcomes (LO) and constructive alignment
(section 2.1.3), in this section, I present a deeper discussion on these terms. A key
principle of assessment to support learning is that the assessment is valid and is aligned
to specific learning objectives (Bloxham and Boyd, 2007). Traditionally, teachers
planned their activities based on the topics or the content they planned on delivering and
assessed what students had learned (Biggs, 2003; Boud and Falchikov, 2006; Boud and
Falchikov, 2007). In 1999, Biggs published his model of constructive alignment in
curriculum design. The model is described by Rust as having three stages: 1) identify the
learning outcomes, 2) design appropriate assessment tasks that address the LO has been
met, and 3) design learning opportunities (Rust, 2002).
The fundamental principle of constructive alignment is that a good teaching
system aligns the teaching method and assessment to the learning activities stated
in the objectives so that all aspects of this system are in accord in supporting
appropriate student learning. (Biggs, 1999, p. 11)

Constructive alignment has two features: the ‘constructive’ aspect refers to the opinion
that students construct meaning through various learning activities. Teaching is described
as a catalyst for the learning that takes place. ‘Alignment’ refers to the environment that
is established by the teacher that supports the learning activities that are appropriate for
achievement of the desired learning outcomes, this includes not just the teaching methods
used but also the assessment tasks (Biggs and Tang, 2011).

Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

46

Biggs states that the starting place should not be with the content or the ‘syllabus’ but
with the intended LO; what is it we want our students to be able to do at the end of
studying this topic, module or programme? (Biggs, 2003). The model of constructive
alignment proposed by Biggs could be seen as a stepped process. However, a cyclical
approach can also be taken (see Figure 7), where each section is dependent on the other
(Biggs, 2003).

Intended Learning
Outcomes
•Formulated first

Teaching & Learning
Activities
•What the teacher and
students do; aimed at
meeting the learning
outcomes

Assessment Strategy

Figure 7 Cyclical model of Biggs Constructive Alignment

Constructive alignment is not just for lecturers to ensure that they are testing what they
are supposed to be testing (valid assessment), as it also allows students to be directed
towards the appropriate learning (Biggs, 2003). If the intended LOs are our guide for valid
assessment, then it's very important that the intended learning outcomes are written in
such a way that valid assessment can be achieved. In the above model, the first of the
three components are to define the LO. The clear definition of the learning outcomes is a
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key component of constructive alignment; LOs must be defined in such a way that both
teaching and assessment tasks can be aligned to them. Rust (2002) refers to the surface
approach versus the deep approach to learning that students may adopt and that some
teaching strategies or programmes of study may encourage. Biggs (2003) describe that
the intended LO must describe the level of understanding that is required, what is referred
to as either declarative knowledge or functioning knowledge (Biggs and Tang, 2010).
Biggs (2003) recommends the use of the appropriate verb when writing intended learning
outcomes. Lower-level verbs to be used such as ‘describe’ ‘identify’ and at a higher level,
verbs such as ‘evaluate’ are appropriate. Biggs and Tang describe a hierarchy of verbs
from the Structure of the Observed Learning Outcome (SOLO) taxonomy that can be
used to define intended learning outcomes (Biggs and Tang, 2011).
Brown outlines an approach to writing LO and posits that ill-written LO can be
detrimental to effective constructive alignment. Using the acronym VASCULAR, she
states that LOs should be:
•

Verifiable,

•

Action orientated,

•

Singular,

•

Constructively aligned,

•

Understandable,

•

Level-appropriate,

•

Affective-inclusive,

•

Regularly reviewed

,

(Seda_UK, 2019; Race, 2019, p.32)
If we revert to my definition of assessment as ‘an activity that provides information
against specific criteria (i.e. makes a judgement) on student learning and provides
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feedback to both the learner and the reviewer’, the intended LOs can be described as
defining the ‘specific criteria’. For assessment to support learning, it is necessary that
students have a clear understanding of the assessment criteria (the U in the VASCULAR
approach above). The challenge for academic staff, therefore, is to clearly define what the
LOs are. Sadler (2020) argues that there are limitations to learning outcomes, as the
majority are poorly written, vague, and are open to interpretation. An awareness of the
VASCULAR approach to LO writing can, I believe, assist in bridging this gap. Sadler
proposes that for students to clearly understand the criteria they need more than access to
the intended LOs and suggests that exposure to examples of work can assist in the higher
order development that third level graduates are expected to achieve (Sadler, 2020). The
area of assessment supporting learning is further discussed in the section on Assessment
for Learning later in this chapter.
The second component in the model for constructive alignment, as illustrated in Figure
7, is to create the appropriate learning environment so that the T&L activities require the
students to engage at the level of the Los. Thirdly, the assessment task is designed at the
level indicated in the LO (Biggs, 2014).
2.3

Formative Assessment, Summative Assessment and Assessment for Learning

In the following sections, I delve deeper into the terms FA, SA and assessment for
learning (AfL). The approach taken to this part of the chapter is that FA and SA are
discussed first, as these terms are seen frequently in the discourse of assessment.
Assessment of, for and as learning has evolved from and contain elements of both
formative and summative assessment and AfL is discussed after the sections on FA and
SA. My literature analysis has demonstrated the essential role of feedback in assessment;
feedback is discussed in section 2.4, followed by a discussion on PA.
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The terms FA and SA are widely used in the literature when describing assessment, and
it is essential in any discussion on assessment change that we review these and are
conscious of the role they play in assessment design and practice. As with any terms used
in a discussion, it is important that we firstly clearly define their meaning.
Similar to other terms associated with assessment, there is not one clear, agreed-upon
definition of FA. Taras states that in the literature there are multiple and uncoordinated
definitions (Taras, 2010). FA, as a term, possibly has the longest use in educational
history, with Scriven (1967) generally being credited for first proposing the difference
between formative and summative assessment (McDowell et al., 2009; Bennett, 2011).
The focus of Scriven’s description was the educational programme. FA was seen as
facilitating programme improvement and summative evaluation providing information on
the overall value of the educational programme. Bloom (1969) refocused the subject with
respect to formative and summative assessment and described these with respect to how
they impacted students. For Bloom, the role of formative assessment was “…to provide
feedback and correctives at each stage in the teaching-learning process”, as described by
Bennett (2011, p6). Sadler’s (1989) definition is widely used, where he states that
formative assessment must enable students to understand the standards to be achieved, to
be aware of the gap in their performance, and enable them to bridge that gap. This
definition encompasses much of the core principles outlined in relation to assessment as
a support for learning (section 2.2).
In 1998, Black and Wiliam defined formative assessment as assessment when evidence
(feedback) is used to adapt the teaching to meet student needs as presented by Wiliam
(2011). This definition suggests that, for an assessment to be formative, the action is
undertaken by the teacher (not the student). Others refer to students in their definitions of
FA. The following are some examples of where students have been included in definitions

Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

50

“process used by teachers and students to recognise and respond to student learning in
order to enhance that learning, during the learning” (Bell and Cowie, 2001, p.536)
“assessment carried out during the instructional process for the purpose of improving
teaching or learning (Shepard and Hammerness, 2005, p.275). In some cases, formative
assessment is seen as a tool and not a process. Quoting Kahl, Wiliam writes that “a
formative assessment is a tool that teachers use to measure student grasp of specific topics
and skills they are teaching…” (Wiliam, 2011, p.10).
Bennett (2011) discusses the return of the use of the term to the US education system and
describes a ‘split’ in the understanding as to what formative assessment is. Some see FA
as an instrument, an interim test, similar to a diagnostic test. This viewpoint is seen mainly
by test publishers. Others, mainly educators and researchers, view FA as a process (not a
test) (Bennett, 2011). Bennett quotes the definition published in Mc Manus, which was
developed by the Formative Assessment for Teachers and Students (FAST) State
Collaborative on Assessment and Student Standards (SCASS) of the Council of Chief
State School Officers (CCSSO):
Formative assessment is a process used by teachers and students during
instruction that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to
improve students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes. (Bennett,
2011, p.6).

This definition encompasses some of the core principles of assessment in supporting
learning (section 2.2)
Yorke (2003) writes about the ‘fuzziness’ that is associated with defining formative
assessment and discusses the complex nature of formative assessment. They describe how
formative assessment’s central purpose is to contribute to student learning by providing
information on student performance. Yorke (2003, p478), quotes Wood’s, description of
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FA as a collaboration between teacher and student to allow the student to “bridge the zone
of proximal development as described by Vygotsky”, reinforcing the role of FA ‘for and
as’ learning and refers to the social constructivist nature of assessment similar to what
has previously been described by Rust et al. (Rust et al., 2005; Price et al., 2007). Jessop,
writing in Bryan and Clegg (2019), states that the Transforming the Experience of
Students Through Assessment (TESTA) definition of FA is a task that all students are
required to do that includes the generation of feedback; this feedback is either from tutor,
peer or self and does not count as part of a student’s award.
The role of formative assessment in assisting student learning is described by Wiliam
(2013) as possessing key strategies in order to facilitate the journey of students from
where they are to where they need to be:
1.

Teachers need to clarify the learning intentions and the criteria for success,
students must be able to understand the intentions and the criteria for success
(and be able to share with peers),

2.

Teachers engineer effective classroom discussions or other learning tasks to
gain evidence of student understanding,

3.

Teachers provide feedback to move the students forward,

4.

During steps 2 and 3 peers act as resources for one another and student activates
responsibility for their own learning.

This strategy highlights the need for transparency in assessment tasks and the role of
dialogue between staff and students in bridging any gaps in learning. It also depicts the
importance of scaffolding by both teachers and peers in the attainment of the learning
outcomes. This strategy has many features in common with the cyclical model of AfL, as
will be discussed later (Sambell et al., 2017). Sadler argues that students “have to be able
to judge the quality of what they are producing” (1989) and Yorke reports on the role of
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formative assessment in developing self-regulated learners as one of the key principles of
formative assessment (2003). Nicol and Macfarlane (2006) posit that the use of formative
assessment in assisting the development of self-regulated learners is one way to prepare
students for lifelong learning. In their model of self-regulated learning, they outline the
role of student motivation and that the support / scaffolding that are used to support the
learner are instrumental in the development of self-regulated learners.
Central to formative assessment is effective feedback. It is difficult to separate them, as
they are so interdependent (Yorke, 2003; Nicol and Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006; Shute, 2008).
Feedback is the evidence that is actually used to adapt the teaching work as quoted above
by Bennett (2011). Student engagement with feedback is interdependent with, what
Carless describes as, the development of evaluative expertise (Carless, 2014). Wiliam
(2013) states that formative should not apply to the assessment but to the “function that
the evidence generated by the assessment actually serves”; in this case assessment that is
designed for a summative purpose can also have a formative element. The role of
feedback in assessment is discussed later in section 2.4.
A framework developed in the Irish educational context demonstrated how FA can be
included into a programme to support student learning (Scott and Fortune, 2013). This
framework which was developed for the built environment HE programmes provides for
a constructivist learner-centered approach in the development of autonomous, selfreflective individuals.
In a personal view piece published by Prashant and Ramnarayan (2019), they list their
10Fs of formative assessment: faceless, facilitate learning, feedback, feedforward, focus
on learning, flexibility, fast, frequent, friendly, and fun. Each of these features may not
always be applicable especially if the intention of FA is to provide personal/specific
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feedback, anonymity (faceless) may not be appropriate. O’Donovan et al. (2016) refer to
this as one of the negatives associated with the anonymised marking introduced into some
institutions as a means of achieving reliable marking.
Taras and Davies (2017) discussed how staff that responded to their questionnaire were
aware of there being a difference between FA and SA but used the timing of when the
assessment activity was carried out as a way to define the differences. Feedback as a
feature of FA was only used by 28% of their respondents when defining assessment. The
decrease in formal formative assessment in HE is seen as a negative side effect of the
unitisation of education as the number end-of unit summative assessments increased
(Yorke, 2003; Harland and Wald, 2021).
From my analysis of the literature, what authors agreed upon is that, for formative
assessment to be effective, students need to understand the required standards, to
understand the gap in their performance and have the information to understand how and
the opportunity to bridge the gap. This process can help students take control of their
learning and become self-regulated learners (Nicol and Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006). The
definition of FA that I have distilled and use for this study is that formative assessment is
described as ‘any activity that students complete that supports their learning and assists
in their understanding of how to meet the intended LO’.
2.3.1 Summative Assessment - Assessment of Learning
As outlined in section 2.1.4, the demonstration of the achievement of learning is one of
the main purposes of assessment. Assessment is often used as part of a HEI’s QA system
and provides the evidence for the certification or progression of the learner. This
assessment ‘of’ learning is commonly referred to as summative assessment. Summative
assessment is usually described as assessment that has a grade or a mark attached to it
and, as such, is often the focus of staff and students alike (National Forum, 2017a).
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Assessment practices still rely heavily on assessment ‘of’ learning or assessment that has
a grade attached to it (McNulty, 2013; Panadero et al., 2019). Jessop (cited in Bryan and
Clegg, (2019), states that the TESTA definition of SA is, the assessment of work which
counts towards a degree. It is reported that pure summative assessment can be a hindrance
to learning, as the focus of the students can be the is the achievement of grades rather than
the actual learning (Black and Wiliam, 2018). There is significant discontent with
summative assessment and the reliance of marks as a suitable indicator of achievement
(Boud and Falchikov, 2006). The use of graded assessments can also cause competition
for students’ attention within a programme (Harland and Wald, 2021).
The allocation of marks is not straightforward or standardised, with examples in the
literature describing deficiencies between markers and outlining the limitations of
‘grading’ work (Rust and O'Donovan, 2003a; Bloxham et al., 2011). Bloxham et al.
(2011) demonstrated how, in practice, academics grade based on holistic judgements,
with written criteria often used to fine tune or justify a holistic decision. Bloxham et al.
(2016) also highlight the variation in marking between assessors. Wiliam (2011, p.5),
quoting Crooks (1998), note that too much emphasis is placed on the grading function,
with too little on the role of assessment in assisting student learning. He goes on to quote
Bangert-Drowns, Kulik and Kulik, regarding the use of coursework in improving student
marks (Wiliam, 2011).
Price et al. (2008, p.2) describe the quest for reliability in marking as challenging and
note that it leads to a “detrimental effect on the role of assessment standards in promoting
and developing learning”. The solution they propose is that the demonstration of the
achievement of intended learning outcomes is what should be reported and not a
numerical grade. There is a movement in some programmes away from using numerical
grades to the use of Pass/Fail with a more formative approach to assessment (Scott and
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Fortune, 2011; JISC 2020). The teaching environment will be a major factor in how this
is achieved, stressing the importance of constructive alignment in education practice in
HE. As there can be confusion and discontent with the terms formative and summative
assessment, the next section discusses assessment ‘of, for and as learning’.
2.3.2 Assessment of, for and as Learning
The important role of assessment as a tool of learning is recognised and much has been
written on ways to implement and maximise it, as well as issues associated with
assessment strategies that support learning (Angelo, 1999; Gibbs and Simpson, 2004a;
Carless, 2014; Jönsson and Panadero, 2017; Heritage, 2018; Whitfield and Hartley,
2019). The terms ‘assessment of, for and as learning’ are increasingly used in discussions
regarding assessment. These terms describe the purpose of the assessment activity and
serve to demonstrate that assessment is not solely a process of evaluation of the
effectiveness of teaching or learning that takes place at the end of the process (Wiliam,
2011). The discontent seen with summative assessment in supporting learning led to the
role of assessment ‘for and as’ learning emerging over time (Boud and Falchikov, 2006).
‘Assessment for and as learning’ are seen as ways of improving student learning. Gibbs
and Simpson (2004a) refer to assessment supporting learning, with the term formative
assessment often used in similar circumstances. As previously discussed, there are issues
with the use of the terms ‘formative’ and ‘summative’ and, as such, Carless proposed the
use of ‘learning oriented assessment’ (LOA), to move away from the terminology
‘formative’ and ‘summative’, to focus on the purpose of the assessment in supporting
learning (Carless, 2014). Carless provided a model for LOA to inform practice and negate
the need to distinguish between formative and summative assessment. The overarching
premise is to design assessment activities that engage students so that students are capable
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of engaging with the feedback and, as a result, there is development of skills of evaluation
for students. The model is illustrated below (Figure 8).

Learning Oriented
Assessment Tasks

Developing
evaluative
expertise

Student
engagement with
feedback

Figure 8 Model of learning-oriented assessment (Carless, 2014)

Hernandez agreed that perhaps we should be discussing assessment as learning-oriented
rather than separately focusing on FA and SA (Hernández, 2012).
Similar to Taras (2010) and Sambell et al. (2012), Carless suggests that assessment needs
to have both a formative element for learning and a summative element for certification
and argues that summative assessment can have learning orientation once it is designed
in such a way as to encourage deep learning and promotes higher cognitive engagement
(Carless, 2014). Taras (2010) states that it is her belief that all assessment must have a
judgement or summative element in order to provide feedback, which therefore can
become formative in nature. This demonstrates the challenge concerning the terminology
being used. As previously outlined, FA and SA do not have a single clear definition and
use of the term assessment ‘of, for and as’ learning may be more beneficial.
Wiliam (2011) reviewed a number of studies and looked at the reported ‘effect’ of
assessment on learning. He concluded that, in order for assessment to support learning,
there are two important features in the design of assessment. Firstly, the ‘feedback’ given
Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

57

must be more than information on the gap between the criteria and the work but must also
provide information on how that gap may be bridged. Secondly, students must engage
with the activity to improve learning. This includes direct engagement with feedback
given but also some self-direction or self-reflection on ways to move the work forward.
Informed by the literature and by their extensive experience, Sambell et al. (2012)
outlined six principles for AfL. They describe assessment for learning as encompassing
both summative and formative elements, with the underlying theme being that all
assessment should contribute to student learning. The six principles outlined by Sambell
et al. (2012) are listed below:
1.

Authentic assessment,

2.

Balancing summative and formative assessment,

3.

Create opportunities for practice and rehearsal,

4.

Design formal feedback to improve learning,

5.

Design opportunities for informal feedback,

6.

Develop students as self -assessors and lifelong learners.

These principles can serve as a framework on which assessment practice can be designed
and was described as a cyclical model of assessment for learning by Sambell et al. (2017),
as illustrated in Figure 9.
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Emphasises
authentic and
complex assessment
tasks
Develops students
ability to self evaluate
and self-direct
learning

'High stakes'
summative
asessment used
sparingly but
rigorously

Rich in informal
feedback

'Low stakes'
assessment used
extensively to offer
practice and
confidence-building
opportunities
Rich in formal
feedback

Figure 9 Cyclical model of Assessment for Learning (Sambell et al., 2017)

There is agreement seen with other cyclical models of assessment published e.g. Rust’s
model of social constructivism (Rust et al., 2005) and Reinholz’s assessment cycle
(Reinholz, 2016). The challenge for staff is to design assessment informed by the
literature and pedagogical theory in order to be effective. Heritage (2018) builds on these
in her conceptual framework of AfL. The framework of teacher and student interaction
has AfL at the centre, with co-regulation and self-regulation being used in the interaction
to support learning.
It appears that all these writers, Gibbs, Sambell, Brown, Race, Price, Rust, and Wiliam,
agree that the core principles of assessment supporting learning or ‘AfL’ include that
assessment is authentic and allows students the opportunity to engage, receive, and
possibly generate feedback through a dynamic dialogue cycle. The assessment process is
not one way or linear in nature.
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The low stakes assessment (seen in AfL cycle - Figure 9) used throughout a period of
learning and as part of the learning process is generally referred to as continuous
assessment or coursework. Hernandez (2012) reported that the continuous assessment
model had a positive effect on student learning, but in the cases she researched there were
some shortcomings, particularly in the area of effective feedback. Even though all
conditions in the cycle had not been met, the inclusion of ‘lower stakes’ assessment during
the period of study she reported on, did support student learning (Hernández, 2012).
Richardson’s (2015) literature review on coursework versus final examination supports
the conditions where assessment can be ‘for and as’ learning. Richardson’s review
focussed on comparing students’ performance in coursework versus final exams as this
was the approach taken in the majority of the studies reviewed. The studies reviewed
demonstrated that coursework has the potential to be more authentic, engages students
during the period of study (thus avoiding last minute ‘cramming’), and results in deeper
learning. There is little in the conclusions drawn in relation to attainment of LO or specific
competencies required, however. The marks and the effect of differing assessment
approaches were solely based on student performance by means of the grade achieved
(Richardson, 2015).
There is some overlap with the terms formative assessment (FA), summative assessment
(SA), and assessment of, for, and as learning. Broadfoot, quoted by Wiliam (2011), does
not agree that the term FA and AfL should be used interchangeably, as not all conditions
are met by FA that are needed to fully support AfL (Wiliam, 2011). It is argued that FA
may give feedback to students on where there is a gap in understanding or in their
performance but may not enable students to actually bridge that gap. Their preference is
for the term assessment for learning be used to allow for the feedforward effect to be
included. Black et al. (2004) too agree that FA and AfL are not interchangeable terms, as
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they see FA as one aspect of AfL, i.e. the use of the evidence to adapt the teaching work.
AfL involves both the students and the staff reacting to the evidence i.e. the feedback.
In Ireland, the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in HE
focused on ‘Assessment OF/FOR/AS learning’ as an enhancement theme 2016/2018 and
published a number of case studies and factsheets as a way of informing Irish
practitioners. Dissemination of examples of effective practice and clarification of some
of the confusion surrounding the area is part of the driver for the resources developed and
published by the forum. One such resource contains the following image developed from
a number of consultations the National Forum carried out with staff and students across
the sector. This image (Figure 10) illustrates the various elements of assessment and the
role of assessment in student learning (National Forum, 2017c).
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Figure 10 Assessment in HE terms and examples (National Forum, 2017c)
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As has been mentioned, effective and timely feedback is a key element to the success of
any formative assessment activity (Brown, 2004; Race, 2010; Scott and Fortune, 2013).
The next section of this chapter discusses feedback in more detail, with respect to
assessment in HE.
2.4

Role of Feedback in Assessment

As can be seen in the previous discussion on assessment and the role that assessment can
have in supporting learning, one of the essential elements is feedback. Feedback is often
described as the most powerful influence on achievement (Hattie and Timperley, 2007;
Wiliam, 2011; Carless and Boud, 2018). It has been widely discussed in the literature and
the importance of feedback in relation to effective learning, assessment, and feedback are
often discussed together. Combined, they play a major role in student success (Henderson
et al., 2019). One of the main issues with feedback is, of course, our definitions of
‘feedback’. A common or a shared understanding of terms can be fundamental in the
successful implementation of effective practice. Feedback as a term can be quite broad
and is often used in different ways (Winstone and Carless, 2019). Like other terms
discussed in this thesis, the term ‘feedback’ can mean different things to different
stakeholders and in different contexts. Feedback is generally seen as information provided
by “teacher, peer or self on aspects of performance or understanding” (Hattie and
Timperley, 2007). Feedback can also be seen in terms of generating action “learners
makes sense of comments and use them for improvement” (Boud and Molloy, 2013;
Carless and Boud, 2018). Feedback is also seen as being interactive and described as a
dialogic interaction that supports learning in both formal and informal settings (Askew
and Lodge, 2004).
As a medical scientist, in a way to clarify the term for myself, I referred to the human
physiological (biological) definition of feedback and its role in homeostasis; feedback is
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described as “an output from a system that alters the processes that produce the output”
(Silverthorn et al., 2010). Generally, in this setting, feedback is labelled as being either
positive or negative and discussed in the context of feedback loops. Applying this concept
to assessment in HE, feedback can be described as a means of communicating information
on the assessment output that will cause a change in the approach to that assessment and,
as a result, change the output. Indeed, Wiener (1968, cited in Winstone and Carless, 2020,
p.6) is quoted as outlining the importance of feedback very much in these terms:
Feedback is a method of controlling a system by re-inserting into it the results of
its past performance. ………If, however the information proceeds backwards
from the performance is able to change the general method and patterns of
performance, we have a process which may lead to learning (Wiener, 1968, cited
in Winstone and Carless, 2020, p.6)

The concept of the feedback loop is discussed in the literature and the challenge of closing
this loop is an area that has gained attention (Price et al., 2007; Carless, 2018). Carless
states that it is only feedback if students take some action, causing the loop to be closed
(2019). Wiliam (2011, p.4), while discussing feedback, refers to Ramaprasad’s and
Sadler’s suggestions that feedback is only feedback once it is acted upon, and stresses the
importance of instruction in the feedback and the ability of those that receive the
information to be able to use and apply it (p.4). Boud and Molloy (2013) posit that to use
feedback (assessment information) to improve learning it must be included in the teaching
approaches taken. Rossiter (2016) also demonstrates the role of students in closing the
loops. Indeed, in this publication process, control loops are used to illustrate learning and
the author suggests that time delays have a negative impact (Rossiter, 2016).
In their model of self-regulated learning, Nicol and MacFarlane (2006) derived seven
principles of good feedback. They focus, not only on the generation of feedback, but also
on the design of the assessment, the awareness of the student of the criteria, and the
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expectations are also considered essential. These are incorporated into the 7 principles as
listed below.
Good feedback practice:
1.

Helps clarify what good performance is,

2.

Facilitates development of self-assessment in learning,

3.

Delivers high quality information,

4.

Encourages teacher and peer dialogue around learning,

5.

Encourages positive motivational beliefs and self-esteem,

6.

Provides opportunities to close the gap between current and desired
performance,

7.

Provides information to teachers that can be used to shape teaching.

The traditional approach to feedback was very much a one-way delivery of information,
with recent publications in the area of assessment and feedback placing much more
emphasis on the recipient’s action in response to the information given. This is seen as
more of a dialogic approach; what Winstone and Carless describe as the new paradigm
of feedback (Winstone and Carless, 2019; Carless and Winstone, 2020). This new
paradigm is aligned to the social constructivist camp of learning, as it requires that
students interact and make sense of the information given. This learning-focused
approach to feedback (Askew and Lodge, 2004) occurs when feedback is a dialogue and
when all stakeholders (staff and students) interact and collaborate in a learning
community (Price et al., 2010; Evans, 2013). Hounsell (2007) states that the social
constructivist approach to feedback stresses that the active role of students in feedback is
indispensable if higher order learning is to take place.
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Old
Paradigm
•Feedback as information
•Delivered
•Students receive
•Cognitivist

New
Paradigm
•Feedback as sense-making
•Student uptake
•Students generate
comments
•Social constructivist

Figure 11 Paradigms of feedback as taken from Effective feedback processes
(Winstone and Carless, 2019, p.9)

What can be seen from the New Paradigm of feedback, as proposed by Winstone and
Carless (2019), is that students must be active participants in the feedback process for it
to enhance learning. Winstone and Carless list three responsibilities for students:
1.

Recognise the importance of feedback,

2.

Aware and appreciate their role in actioning feedback,

3.

Be able to make academic judgements on how to apply feedback.

These three elements are facilitated by the teacher, in the design of assessment and in
guiding the feedback process. Although the ‘new’ approach to feedback places an
emphasis on student action, Nash and Winstone (2017) characterise that the overall
responsibility for the effectiveness of feedback processes as being evenly split between
staff and students. It is important that students (and staff) recognize the importance of
feedback and of the key role of students in the process. One vital point is that both students
and staff need to have developed their feedback literacy.
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Student surveys generally demonstrate that students are unhappy with feedback and with
some aspects of programme assessment strategies such as the timing of feedback or the
clarity of assessment criteria (Carless and Boud, 2018; ISSE, 2018; Deeley et al., 2019).
It is important to unpack the reasons for this dissatisfaction and to make changes so that
assessments and feedback are more effective.
2.4.1 Feedback literacy
According to my literature analysis, both staff and students play a role in feedback being
effective and one factor that is key to this is the feedback literacy of those involved
(Carless and Boud, 2018). Student feedback literacy is defined as students’ ability to
understand the feedback processes and to be able to use the process in a way that enhances
performance (Carless and Boud, 2018; Molloy et al., 2019). Knowing how to develop the
feedback literacy of students can lead to more effective feedback processes (Molloy et
al., 2019). Building on the concept of feedback literacy introduced by Sutton in 2012,
Carless and Boud (2018) present a framework of four interacting features that underpin
student feedback literacy, as illustrated in Figure 12 (Sutton, 2012; Carless and Boud,
2018).

Figure 12 Features of student feedback literacy (Carless and Boud, 2018)
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Appreciating feedback refers to students realising their role in engagement with and
acting upon feedback but also the value of feedback. Making judgments requires students
to develop their capacity to judge the value of a piece of work, their evaluative judgment.
Managing affect is an important aspect that students need to be aware of the emotions,
attitudes, and feelings that they may be experiencing. Taking action requires, as Sutton
(2012) stated, learners to act on the information they have received. One way to improve
the literacy of students was described by Cleary et al. (2018). In their study, a multidepartmental approach was taken, aimed at raising awareness of the role of feedback to
first years in the institute and also to demonstrate that feedback and effort are valued in
the institute (Cleary et al., 2018). Although the uptake by students was low, the project
did raise awareness of feedback at institute level and academics involved re-examined
their feedback strategy for first year students. The involvement of support services such
as the library was seen as a key feature in the success of the project, as was the support
of senior management. The authors noted the workload involved and argued that the
benefits are considerable. They point positively to the fact that conversations about
feedback were initiated at institute level (Cleary et al., 2018).
Molloy et al. (2019) further developed the feedback model presented by Carless and Boud
by incorporating the views of student on the feedback process. Their findings were
presented in seven groupings, with 31 categories for feedback literacy.
1.

Commits to feedback as improvement,

2.

Appreciates feedback as an active process,

3.

Elicits information to improve learning,

4.

Processes feedback information,

5.

Acknowledges and works with emotions,

6.

Acknowledges feedback as reciprocal process,
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7.

Enacts outcomes of processing of feedback information.

The authors argue that these groupings can be used as a framework for feedback design,
as it incorporates what typically students describe as ‘feedback’. The authors posit that,
although there is a general attitude in the literature that feedback is seen as a monologue,
the students here displayed an awareness of the role of feedback and an agency in the
feedback process (Molloy et al., 2019).
A view from the staff perspective demonstrated that, although there is an awareness of
what they refer to as the ‘new’ paradigm approach to feedback, the data does show there
is still a predominant view of the feedback as being transactional i.e. the cognitivist
approach of the ‘old’ paradigm (Winstone et al., 2021). There is evidence, however, that
the staff perceptions of feedback are shifting. They argue that the development of student
feedback literacy may be dependent on the staff feedback literacy. For feedback to work,
as described by Carless and Boud, (2018) in practice there is a need to persuade educators
of its merits, to develop, not only the feedback literacy of the students, but also of the
staff. This may require a cultural shift within the institutions in question (Winstone et al.,
2021).
Carless and Winstone (2020, p.4) discuss the importance of staff feedback literacy. Staff
feedback literacy, they define, is the “knowledge expertise and dispositions to design
feedback processes in ways which enables student uptake of feedback and seed the
development of students feedback literacy”. They outline the interplay between the
teacher and the student feedback literacy, as described by Carless and Boud (2018) and
Molloy et al. (2020). The model of staff feedback literacy refers to three dimensions:
design, relational, and pragmatic. Staff that are feedback literate will design assessments
in ways to facilitate effective feedback processes, be sensitive to how feedback is
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communicated, offer a supportive, constructive environment, and will also manage the
practicalities of how feedback is dealt with. There is some overlap between the three
dimensions as described, with technology having a role to play in supporting each one
(Carless and Winstone, 2020). This model reminds us of the importance of assessment
design or assessment practice in supporting effective feedback and supporting student
learning, as discussed previously in this chapter (section 2.2). Boud and Dawson (2021)
most recently presented what they termed a Teacher Feedback Literacy Competency
Framework. This framework developed from their analysis of effective feedback
practices. This framework is split into three levels: macro, meso, and micro, containing
19 competencies. The literature demonstrates that the interplay between assessment and
feedback is so important to be aware of, and the role of peers and staff in supporting the
process is crucial.
2.4.2 Effective Feedback Practice
From the academic discourse, it is clear that, for feedback to be effective, the feedback
literacy of staff and students must be improved. It is crucial that we assist students in
developing the ability to engage with feedback and that the new dialogic paradigm is
applied to practice. Staff must also develop their literacy, as described by Carless and
Winstone (2020), so that they can design assessment, communicate sensitively, and
manage the practicalities of assessment and feedback. The challenge is how to achieve
this. There are a number of interventions reported in the literature to encourage student
engagement with feedback such as the use of exemplars or the use of feedback on draft
work (Orsmond et al., 2002; Hendry et al., 2011; Hepplestone et al., 2011; Scoles et al.,
2013). The ASKe CETL, Oxford Brookes group outline a three-step approach in making
feedback work. In summary, they propose that staff should, firstly, prepare students to
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receive feedback; secondly, reduce the emphasis on written feedback (e.g. supplement
with dialogue), and, thirdly, provide timely feedback.
As a result of a systematic review of the literature on student engagement with feedback,
Winstone et al. (2017) classified the skills that various interventions were developing into
what they labelled as the SAGE taxonomy: Self-appraisal, Assessment literacy, Goal
setting and self-regulation, Engagement and motivation. There is some common ground
here with AfL; the principles and the outputs of effective AfL overlap with the skills being
developed by the interventions as described. The practical details of the interventions that
informed the SAGE taxonomy were arranged into four clusters by the authors. These
clusters are listed below, with some examples of the interventions also.
•

Internalising and applying standards – Peer / Self-assessment; dialogue and
discussion,

•

Sustainable monitoring – Portfolio, action planning,

•

Collective provision of training – Workshops, resources, exemplars,

•

Manner of feedback delivery - Draft/resubmission, technology, no grade
attached to feedback (Winstone and Carless, 2019).

The staff feedback literacy dimensions, as described by Carless and Winstone (2020),
aligns to this cluster arrangement of interventions. The studies used to inform the cluster
arrangement were each attempting to develop skills that support student learning and it
brings us back to the eleven conditions under which assessment supports student learning,
as identified by Gibbs et al. (2003), where the role of feedback is paramount, as discussed
in section 2.2 of this chapter.

Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

71

One of the practice interventions described in the clusters above, in developing skills of
internalizing and applying standards, is PA. The inclusion of PA is the focus of this study
and the literature on PA is discussed in the next section of this chapter.
2.4.3 Perspectives of feedback
Staff and students are different players in the feedback process. However, for feedback to
be described as effective, the expectations, experience, and perceptions of staff and
students should be parallel. Previous studies reported a divide between students’
perceptions of feedback and lecturers’ perspective on feedback delivery (Blair et al.,
2013; Mulliner and Tucker, 2017). Mulliner and Tucker (2017) presented and contrasted
the differences between staff and student perspectives in feedback practice in one
discipline area (Built Environment) in a quantitative study that they carried out. They saw
that students were generally more negative about the feedback they receive, in
comparison to the staff view of the feedback they provide. There was general agreement
between the two groupings as to what constitutes effective feedback and what quality
feedback should entail. However, there was discordance between the two in relation to
student engagement with and interest in feedback. In relation to the type of feedback,
individualised verbal, typed and written feedback were perceived to be most effective.
The effectiveness of group feedback and peer evaluation/discussion was not as conclusive
(Mulliner and Tuck, 2017). Students need to be informed of the values of peer feedback
and the authors state there is a role for staff in assisting students to gain an appreciation
for the quality of peer feedback and the development of autonomous self-regulated
learners. The staff and student views on the timing of feedback also varied and was related
to the type of assessment activity, demonstrating that a ‘one size fits all’ approach to
timing of feedback will probably not meet expectations. Students would like to receive
feedback quicker than staff are able to deliver. The ‘detail’ of the feedback also proved
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to be a mismatch between the two groupings. The authors posit that this may be students
being more focused on summative assessment and that it is necessary for staff to be very
explicit when they are delivering formative feedback, a deeper investigation into this is
warranted. Due to the quantitative nature of this study, it is an area for future study. One
of the conclusions from this paper is that there is a need to increase both staff and student
awareness of the value of different modes of feedback, what could be described as the
appreciating feedback aspect of Boud and Carless’ (2018) feedback literacy model.
Although the authors do not use the term ‘feedback literacy’, their findings are in line
with the concept of increasing feedback literacy that may assist in bridging the gap
between staff practice and student expectations (Mulliner and Tucker, 2017).
Dawson et al. (2019) add to the discourse as to what staff and students view as effective
feedback. They state that effective feedback must demonstrate effects. A key difference
between the studies carried out by Dawson et al. and Mulliner and Tucker is that the
former used a qualitative approach, whereas the latter used a quantitative approach.
Dawson et al. (2019) investigated staff and students’ understanding of the purpose of
feedback and what constitutes effective feedback. This was a multidiscipline study across
two universities. This study showed that both staff and students see the purpose of
feedback as improvement. Their findings demonstrate that staff focus on feedback design,
whereas students focus on feedback comments.
From the students’ perspective, dissatisfaction with feedback has been reported in relation
to the timing of feedback, the quality of feedback, the mode of delivery, the language of
the feedback, or the relevance of the feedback (Carless and Boud, 2018; ISSE, 2018;
Deeley et al., 2019). Staff generally find the students do not sufficiently engage with
feedback (Henderson et al., 2019) and students have reported that comments are not
relevant (Boud and Molloy, 2013).
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Henderson et al. (2019) reported on a survey of staff and students. Staff were asked what
they consider to be the greatest challenge to creating effective feedback, and why.
Students were asked what they thought universities can do to support more effective
feedback. The findings demonstrated that assessment practice is an area than can be
improved, including the content, the mode, the use of technology and the timing of
feedback. For staff, 55% referenced the time to engage with feedback as an issue and 16%
felt challenged to give effective feedback in large classes. There was disagreement
between the two groups regarding the student’s ability to engage with feedback (18% of
staff versus 5% of students); however, 20% of each cohort agreed that a challenge to
effective feedback is the staff attitude towards feedback or the inability of staff to create
effective feedback (Henderson et al., 2019).
Students and staff both have a role in increasing the effectiveness of feedback, and
increasing the feedback literacy of both staff and students is one way to bridge the gap
between perceptions of feedback (Carless and Winstone, 2020). Sambell (2016) argues
for the involvement of students in the assessment and feedback process, in line with the
AfL model (Sambell et al., 2012). Published studies report on the feedback that students
want or on the barriers of engaging with feedback. Feedback that is clear, individualised,
and which assists in improving performance is what students expect (Blair et al., 2013;
Winstone et al., 2016; Pitt and Norton, 2017; Austen and Malone, 2018). The use of
exemplars is reported as a way of increasing student engagement with assessment and
feedback (Hendry et al., 2011; Scoles et al., 2013) and technology can offer support
(Hepplestone et al., 2011; Bayerlein, 2014).
While there may be a discordance between what staff and students expect from feedback,
it is clear that for feedback to be effective both groupings play a role in effective feedback
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practice. The literacy of both groups is essential to the success of the feedback loop being
closed.
2.5

Assessment Practice in Higher Education

The following section illustrates some of the issues with assessment practice as reported
in the literature. In order to develop an effective framework for a more formative approach
to assessment, it is necessary to analyse the literature on assessment practice in order to
understand how assessment is designed and implemented and if it is done so in line with
the principles of assessment. This analysis informed the research methods discussed in
Chapter 3.
As outlined in section 2.2, the principles of assessment design and management are
crucial to the success of assessment as a tool of learning (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004b;
Carless, 2014). How and why academics design and manage assessment is complex and
not always clearly informed by pedagogical theory (Bearman et al., 2017). Institutional
support is required to support assessment practice, but small changes introduced at
module level can be effective in improving learning (Carless and Zhou, 2015; Bearman
et al., 2016; Medland, 2016). The integration of ‘continuous assessment’ in modules, in
Irish HE plays an important role in supporting learning (Hernández, 2012; Bree, 2017)).
The use of varying assessment methodologies can assist in ensuring the inclusiveness of
all students in supporting learning (Scouller, 1998; Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Jönsson
and Panadero, 2017; Tai et al., 2017; O’Neill and Padden, 2021).
The ‘assessment literacy’ of staff can be an issue with regard to effective practice (Price
et al., 2012). The lack of clarity in understanding the terminology of assessment can
cause issues when designing assessment to support learning (Davies and Taras, 2016;
Taras and Davies, 2017). This demonstrates the importance of the having appropriately
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qualified staff and ensuring there is ongoing professional development (PD) of academic
staff. The role of HEIs in supporting this is critical (Bearman et al., 2017). Taras and
Davies (2017) presented a very clear example of this. Their paper reports on the
assessment literacy of academic staff developers in the UK. These developers have been
hired to support new lecturing staff and to contribute to the PD of more experienced staff.
One role fulfilled by these developers is in relation to the training of academic staff.
These developers, therefore, are key influencers in how assessment and feedback is
framed in their institution. The findings showed that there was inconsistency in the
understanding of the terms SA and FA and in the relationship between them. This may
be reflective of the inconsistencies seen in the literature and it was noted that although it
is expected that these individuals would be aware of specific educational literature this
was not referenced in their discussions (Taras and Davies, 2017). If the PD of staff is
required for effective and successful change, it is important that those educating them
have a shared understanding of the terminology and the processes of assessment. If the
‘experts’ do not have an agreed upon understanding, then how can we clarify the situation
for academic staff? The authors argue for a framework and establishment of a community
of practice (CoP) that can support the alignment of practice with theory (Taras and
Davies, 2017). Previous to this, Davies and Taras (2016) reported a comparison of
assessment beliefs between 50 education and 50 science lecturers following distribution
of a questionnaire. There was a fundamental misunderstanding by some of the science
staff as to the meaning of SA. In general, education staff seemed to be more closely
aligned with the literature and had a better shared understanding. The authors propose
that further work is required in order to develop an understanding of assessment beliefs
of academic staff. Personal beliefs are closely related to assessment design/practice and,
unless there is uniformity, there will be confusion for staff and students. My study
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presented here serves to add to this discourse by investigating the staff and student
understanding of assessment in medical science education in the RoI (reported in chapters
5 and 6).
A substantial reliance on assessment ‘of’ learning, in particular the use of the final exams,
is widely reported (McNulty, 2013; Panadero et al., 2019). As one purpose of assessment
is to award certification, the assessment ‘of’ learning may be argued to be an essential
part of any programme. However, there are some who argue that the use of ‘marks’ is
having a negative effect on learning and resulting in the grade orientation of staff and
more specifically, students (Rust, 2011; Tomas and Jessop, 2018).
In their review of syllabi of Spanish universities, Panadero et al. (2019) reported a
reliance on the use of final exam and also reported on the use of more diverse assessment
methods, in comparison to a previous study carried out a decade earlier. Formal peer and
self-assessment were rarely seen in the syllabi reviewed. Assessments used in addition
to the final exam were weighted into the final grade and therefore the authors reported
that this can lead to increased assessment burden for students (and staff). Importantly,
there was no major difference seen between how first and final year students are assessed
(Panadero et al., 2019). This is not best practice and is not demonstrating Brown’s (Bryan
and Clegg, 2019) recommendation that assessment should be sequential, or Race’s (2019)
belief that assessment should be incremental. The authors consider that this may be due
to limited expertise in assessment design, supporting the argument for PD of academic
staff responsible for assessment design. There was also very little involvement of students
in assessment design evident (Panadero et al., 2019). Scott and Fortune (2011) in their
review of assessment practice in Irish HE in the area of construction management
similarly found an emphasis in module documentation on assessment of learning, with
very little reference to assessment for learning. They describe how the HEI’s philosophy
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and the culture of academics very much shape the assessment strategies in these
programmes. Innovation and the inclusion of AfL was linked to the ongoing PD of staff
(Scott and Fortune, 2011).
A wide study of assessment practice across Irish HEIs had a number of key findings:
including that there was no uniformity seen in the public availability of information on
assessment; there was no consistency between module size and assessment strategy; on
average, students do more assessment in semesterised modules versus yearlong modules;
and examination is the most common assessment method used, though weightings
associated with examinations vary (National Forum, 2017b). This was similar to the
findings demonstrated by Hartland et al. (2020), where semesterisation saw an average
50% increase in graded assessment per module in sciences and 36% in Humanities, Social
Sciences and Commerce. The Irish study showed that internal graded assessment seems
to have been accepted by most academics and the adoption of more formative-only tasks
may be challenging (National Forum, 2017a).
What can be seen in the literature on assessment practice is that staff are influenced by a
number of factors when it comes to assessment design; personal beliefs and circumstances
are amongst these (McNulty, 2013; Davies and Taras, 2016). Workload (staff and
students) can also be a factor in decisions taken regarding assessment design (McNulty,
2013; Deneen and Boud, 2014). A study of 627 first year modules in a large Irish
University demonstrated a reliance on final exams. Key influencers for staff when
designing assessment is the workload of both staff and students, alignment with LOs,
staff’s own personal philosophy, class size, and a need to measure students’ performance.
There was a slight decrease in the mean number of discrete assessments listed per module
from a previous study but this may have been due to the focus of the previous study had
been on semester one only (McNulty, 2013). In a similar study, Bearman et al. (2017)

Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

78

focussed on educators that were responsible for assessment, interviewing 33 staff from
four different institutions covering different disciplines. Thematic analysis of the
qualitative data demonstrated that, in response to an impetus for change such as new
modules, resource saving or a review of modules (units) that professional and
environmental influences played a key role in how educators designed their assessments.
The activities that resulted from these influences in assessment design were described as,
essential (marking processes), selective (reduce cheating), and meta (adapting against
constraints). All educators carried out essential activities in their assessment design with
varying levels of selective and meta approaches. The authors concluded that how
educators design assessment is based on past experiences, personal and professional
circumstances. The authors recognise the important role of individual educators, their
beliefs, and the choices they make with respect to assessment design. The important role
of colleagues offering support such as the sharing of practice and informal discussions
was very apparent from their data. An additional critical observation in the findings was
an absence of the language of assessment, although the staff did not refer to the literature
or to pedagogical theory directly their responses were aligned with them. An emphasis
on traditional summative assessment and less of an emphasis on the role of formative
assessment was also seen (Bearman et al., 2017).
As the factors that influence assessment design are complex, in order to execute change
it is important to be aware of these factors. Deneen and Boud (2014) documented the
resistance to change that they encountered as part of a large project to introduce major
assessment practice change across disciplines in their university. They categorized the
patterns of resistance into three: epistemic (why are we assessing LO?), procedural
(assessment changes have to be approved), and pragmatic (I am very busy). The authors
experienced significant resistance to the proposed assessment change and suggested that,
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when navigating the area of assessment change, one must take into account the
relationship between resistance, dialogue and context (Deneen and Boud, 2014).
In the UK context, Medland (2016) described the barriers and the enablers for assessment
change. The National Student Survey (NSS) scores are seen as a driver at institutional
level to initiate a cultural shift from assessment ‘as measurement’ to the inclusion of
assessment ‘for and as’ learning. Policies must be research informed and there needs to
be clarity regarding the language and process of assessment. The PD of the staff is
recognized as being key to this change (Price et al., 2012; Medland, 2016). In order to
encourage a change from the current ‘over assessment’ of students, O’Neill (2019;
O’Neill and Padden, 2021) outline the need for dialogue regarding assessment change,
suggesting a more programmatic approach to assessment strategy. This would involve a
move away from the ‘pedagogy of control’ and an increase in effective feedback, to
support the effective introduction of practice change.
2.5.1 Programmatic Approach to Assessment
As already noted, one challenge associated with effective assessment design is the
workload associated with assessment. The modularization / unitization of HE has
resulted in increases in assessment and has resulted in the grade orientation of students
(Harland et al., 2015; Tomas and Jessop, 2018). This has been described as the
‘assessment arms race’, the use of frequent summative assessment, and the over emphasis
on assessment of learning (Harland et al., 2015; Harland and Wald, 2021). Using grades
as a way of rewarding student attention between modules has been demonstrated to be an
issue for both staff and students (Harland and Wald, 2021) . The absence of formative
assessment in programmes and the focus on achieving grades leads to a lack of deeper
learning (Tomas and Jessop, 2018). Therefore, a more programmatic approach to
assessment offers several advantages to both students and staff resulting in an increased
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emphasis on ‘learning’ and less focus on the attainment of grades (Schuwirth and Van
der Vleuten, 2011; Jessop and Tomas, 2017). The case for programmatic assessment as
well as the need for a cohesive and holistic approach to assessment emerges strongly in
the literature (Knight, 2000; Brunton et al., 2016; Jessop and Tomas, 2017). A
programme’s assessment strategy should assist in the use of learning that is appropriate
for the level of study (Scouller, 1998).
Schuwirth and Van der Vleuten (2011) propose that assessment for learning should take
priority over assessment of learning. A programme’s assessment strategy can support the
attainment of the educational standards required but also offer and contribute significantly
to the learning process of the student. The Irish National Forum for the Enhancement of
Teaching and Learning’s enhancement theme 2016-2018 focused on assessment of, for
and as learning and included an emphasis on programmatic assessment. Ellis and Hogard
(2016) reported a paradigm shift in medical education when a more programmatic
approach was taken to assessment strategy. The authors argue that it is important to think,
not only of the implications for the academics and students involved, but also take into
consideration the role(s) of any national or professional bodies in designing assessment
strategies. Of course, it would be anticipated that provided the programme’s LOs can be
demonstrated there should not be any major issues.
Effective assessment design can be an issue for academics and a gap exists between what
staff understand as the role of assessment versus assessment practice (Hounsell, 2011;
Price et al., 2011; Bearman et al., 2016; Medland, 2016). The development of assessment
literacy and the pedagogical understanding of both staff and students is a starting point.
Bearman et al. (2016) speculate that application of assessment change is more challenging
than changing educators understanding of the theory. Medland (2016) proposes that, in
order for an institute to achieve change, firstly there is a need to establish the current
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landscape with respect to assessment practice (Medland, 2016). One objective of this
study is to establish the current assessment practice in medical science undergraduate
education. In this way, an evidence based framework can be developed to support
practitioners in effecting practice change.
In order to either achieve a picture of the current status of assessment in a programme or
to assist in how to design effective assessment there are some established frameworks or
models that can be used. One such approach was developed from the Transforming the
Experience of Students Through Assessment (TESTA) project, that was funded by the
HEA 2009-2012. TESTA’s aim was to improve the quality of student learning through
addressing programme-level assessment. Originally working on eight programmes the
project mapped assessment environments, developed interventions, and evaluated these.
The method is widely used and has open access to resources. The Assessment Evaluation
Questionnaire (AEQ) is one of the tools used as part of the TESTA audit process. The
AEQ was initially developed based on a review of empirical and theoretical literature on
the topic of how assessment affects students. The AEQ was further developed to be used
to measure students’ response to the way assessment functions across entire degree
programmes for the TESTA approach. It can be used to gain students’ response to
assessment pre and post interventions (Gibbs and Simpson, 2003).
Jessop and Tansy (2016) employed the TESTA method when they reported on the
assessment approaches of 73 programmes in 14 different universities. The core of their
argument is that fragmented and poor assessment design is detrimental to student learning
and the authors posit that a more structured and programmatic approach would support
student learning (Bloxham and Boyd, 2007). The findings of the study showed a stronger
presence of SA versus FA with the resultant grade-orientation mindset of students, similar
to other studies discussed previously (Scott and Fortune, 2011; National Forum, 2017b;
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Panadero et al., 2019). The authors also concluded that having too diverse a mix of
assessment types could add to student confusion.
The Programme Assessment Strategies (PASS) project published a useful guide on
programme focused assessment (PFA) for those involved in developing and designing
modules in HE. The framework presented focusses on the incremental insertion of
assessment throughout a programme, the development of graduate skills and on student
learning. The guide includes the role of the institute and the internal QA in ensuring
programme outcomes are met (Hartley and Whitfield, 2011; McDowell, 2012; Whitfield
and Hartley, 2019).
The Evans Assessment Tool (EAT) Framework is another example of a framework
developed from extensive research in the area of assessment and feedback (Evans, 2013).
The EAT includes three dimensions of practice: Assessment Design, Assessment
Literacy, and Assessment Feedback. In the tool, each dimension has four areas for staff,
students and programmes to consider, a series of EAT scoring cards are available to
support engagement with the tool (Evans, 2016b). The author proposes that EAT can be
used to explore assessment and feedback practice at different levels within a HEI and
assist in identifying assessment priorities (Evans, 2016b) .
In a drive to support the implementation of assessment change, Bearman et al. (2016)
presented a framework for assessment design decisions. Their framework was designed
to help educators make good decisions about assessment. The development of such a
framework was seen as necessary, as the group had seen a gap in the literature on how
academics design assessment, the authors’ own practice experience, and their own
research into assessment practice. The framework identified six areas that must be
considered in assessment design, as illustrated below in Figure 13.
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Purpose of
assessment

Interactions

Context of
assessment

Learner
Outcomes

Feedback
Processes

Tasks

Figure 13 Assessment Design Decisions Framework - Key areas to consider

The interactive website that was developed includes, within each section, additional
questions to assist in the decision-making process, quotes from educators and links to
resources to support the educator in their assessment design. These frameworks have
informed my approach taken in this study in order to gain an understanding of current
assessment practices in the three medical science undergraduate programmes as discussed
in chapter 3.
As the overall aim of my study is to develop a framework for the inclusion of PA in
medical science education, it is necessary that I performed a deep analysis of what has
previously been published in the area, this is presented in the next section of this thesis.

2.6

Peer Assessment

When discussing formative assessment or AfL (section 2.3), peers have the potential to
play a key role in generating feedback and assisting in the development of self-regulated
learners (Ashenafi, 2017; Black and Wiliam, 2018). Developed frameworks of formative
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assessment include roles for self and peer assessment in supporting learning (Sambell et
al., 2012; Scott and Fortune, 2012). PA is described as an assessment tool that can both
increase student engagement and offer enhanced learning to the student (Topping, 1998;
Tighe-Mooney et al., 2016). Topping (1998, 2009) reported that students exposed to PA
have the opportunity to learn the skills to be able to measure the worth, level, and value
of work submitted by a classmate. These are transferable skills that are expected of
graduates in the workforce and that support the development of life-long learners (Boud
and Middleton, 2003; Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Topping, 2009; Adachi et al., 2018a;
Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020).
The discourse in the literature reports on numerous positives associated with the effective
use of PA, challenges for the educators involved, and varying perceptions of staff and
students with respect to its use. These areas are reviewed in section 2.6.3 and 2.6.4. In
order to answer my research questions, it was necessary for me to research what was
already published in the area of PA, what are the experiences of those that have used PA,
and what benefits or challenges are reported as being associated with PA?
2.6.1 Defining Peer Assessment
As with other terms associated with assessment in HE, there is not one clear definition of
what is meant by PA and a number of definitions have been proposed (Adachi et al.,
2018a). Topping, who is widely quoted in discussions on PA, defines PA as an
“arrangement for learners to consider and specify the level, value or quality of a product
or performance of other equal status learners” (2009, p.20). Falchikov (1995) defined PA
as a process through which groups of individuals rate their peers. Sluijsmans et al. (1999),
quoting Somervell, describe PA as a spectrum ranging from the provision of qualitative
feedback at one end to peers assigning marks at the other. In this paper, they point out
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that Somervell stresses how PA is part of the learning process (i.e. part of the AfL cycle)
and that PA plays a role in informing self-assessment (Sluijsmans et al., 1999).
More recently, Adachi et al. (2018a; 2018b) define PA in a very broad sense to mean
“students judging and making decisions about the work of their fellow students against
criteria”. This wide approach to defining PA allows for the diverse range of applications
and approaches to PA to be included and is similar to my working definition of PA as
presented below. If we remind ourselves that for this study, I define assessment as ‘an
activity that provides information against specific criteria (i.e. makes a judgement) on
student learning and provides feedback to both the learner and the reviewer’ (section
2.1.2), PA can then be defined as ‘an assessment activity where students make a
judgement on the work of another student with specific goals in mind’. The following
analysis of the literature on PA opens with the characterisation of PA and continues into
PA in practice with both staff and student perceptions discussed.
2.6.2 Characterisation of Peer Assessment
In 1998, Topping produced a review of the literature on PA studies from 1980-1996,
where a broad definition of PA was used for inclusion in the review - peer marking, peer
review, peer feedback. From this review, Topping described 17 design variables, which
were subsequently organised into four clusters by Van der berg et al. (2006) (Appendix
B):
Cluster I: The function of PA as an assessment instrument
Cluster II: Interaction between peers
Cluster III: Composition of feedback group
Cluster IV: Requirement and reward
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The 17 design variables / four clusters described by Topping and Van Den Berg
respectively illustrate the diverse and complex nature of PA design. The diverse use of
PA was clearly demonstrated by Gielen et al. (2011). By performing an inventory of the
variety of PA studies published from 1997-2006, the authors propose that educators can
be informed of the range of PA methods that may be used. The authors also posit that
such an inventory serves to offer some clarity on the use of PA and may be used as a
framework or checklist for PA design or a literature review of PA. Building on previous
work, the authors described 20 variables to describe PA studies published and classified
these into the below five clusters:
Cluster I: Decisions concerning the use of PA,
Cluster II: Link between PA and other elements in learning environment,
Cluster III: Interaction between peers,
Cluster IV: Composition of feedback group,
Cluster V: Management of the assessment procedure.

A key finding from this study was that the studies reviewed do not clearly detail how they
are linked to Topping’s typology or it is not explicitly evident how the studies align to the
organisational elements as detailed by Topping. The diverse nature of PA demonstrated,
with the addition of eight new design variables and the reassignment of some variables,
also serves to demonstrate the very wide application of PA. The authors, like Topping,
suggested that others use this system when describing their PA thus making future metaanalysis consistent (Gielen et al., 2011).
As referred to above, Topping (1998; 2009) also listed some general organisational
elements that can be taken into account when implementing PA in practice, which could
be used when designing PA:
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1.

Work with colleagues (not alone),

2.

Clarify purpose, expectations, rationale with all stakeholders,

3.

Involve participants in developing and clarifying assessment criteria,

4.

Match participants and arrange contact,

5.

Provide training, examples and practice,

6.

Provide guidelines, checklists or other supports,

7.

Specify activities and timescale,

8.

Monitor and coach,

9.

Examine the quality of peer feedback,

10.

Moderate reliability and validity of feedback,

11.

Evaluate and give feedback.

These eleven organisation elements demonstrate some overlap with the key elements of
AfL. The importance of clarity of expectations, peer understanding of criteria, low stakes
‘practice’ and dialogue in the AfL cycle (Sambell et al., 2017) are all evident in Topping’s
characteristics (Topping, 1998).
More recently, Adachi et al. (2018a) presented their PA framework, adding to the model
as proposed by Gielen et al. (2011). Their rationale for the need to develop their PA
framework was due to the changing face of HE, in particular, since 2006 (the limit of the
Gielen 2011 review). Increased number of students in HE, the use of technology and new
models of feedback were all described as reasons to develop the framework. The approach
taken by Adachi et al. was also different, in that this framework was not solely based on
review of the literature but encompassed a synthesis of the literature and empirical data
from 13 practitioner interviews (Adachi et al., 2018a). The findings from the interviews
with academic staff were used to adapt and inform, from real life practice, the frameworks
previously developed from literature based evidence only (Adachi et al., 2018a). In this
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framework, 19 design elements are described. The author’s data supported the 5 clusters
described by Gielen (2011), but they also added a sixth, Cluster VI: Contextual elements
(Adachi et al., 2018a). It is important to note that this sixth cluster, and the design
variables that it includes, largely arose from the empirical data, demonstrating a gap
between practice and the literature. Thus demonstrating the importance of adding to
literature would not have been captured by a literature review alone. An additional
observation is that of a change over time in the language used to describe the design
variables, the description of the design variables and the cluster names in the Adachi et
al., model are more aligned with the current literature in TLA e.g. ‘feedback utilisation’.
The inclusion of three practical examples in the document may also serve to offer support
to educators in the implementation of such a framework.
Sluijsmans and Prins (2006) describe a framework for integrating PA into a teacher
education programme. Initially, they broke down PA skills into 3 levels: level 1 - defining
criteria, judging performance of peer, providing feedback for future learning. The second
and third skill levels described what is necessary in order to perform the level 1 skill under
consideration (Figure 14). The authors propose that students are given the opportunity to
practice individual skills prior to combining them in a complete set. Emphasised also is
the importance of training and supporting staff when introducing alternative assessment.
It also acknowledges that changing assessment can be a challenge. The authors also stress
that it is essential that students are given guidance, with a clear definition of criteria and
the opportunity to collaborate (Sluijsmans and Prins, 2006).
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Develop personal
course objectives
Report these

Define Assessment
Criteria

Couple objectives to
study tasks
Develop measurable
criteria for study task

Peer Assessment Skill
Judge the
performace of a peer

Analyse the
performance

Discrepencies

Provide feedback for
future learning

PA report identifying

Points for
Improvement
Reflect with peer on
these

Figure 14 Example of the levels of skill decomposition as described by Sluijsman
and Prins (2006)

In the academic discourse on PA, Falchikov and Goldfinch’s (2000) review paper is
frequently referenced. They presented a meta-analysis of PA studies that reported on the
comparison of marking. The main focus of their review was on quantitative agreement
between the students and teachers (correlation and effect sizes) of marks assigned to
work. The findings from the forty-eight studies analysed were that a clear understanding
of criteria is essential to accurate marking and that there are not major differences between
years of study. While there is some learning to be gained from the assignment of marks,
there are numerous issues with using marking agreement as an indicator of assessment
quality or validity (section 2.3.1) (Bloxham et al., 2011). A finding from this metaanalysis was that, the better designed the study was, the better the agreement that resulted
between staff and students. One output of this study was the production of a guide for
designing self and peer assessment studies, carrying out or evaluating these studies. The
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process is divided into four stages: Preparation, Implementation, Follow-up and
Evaluation, and Replication (Falchikov, 2004), as illustrated in Figure 15.

Preparation

Implementation

oDesign
oExplain rationale to
students
oClear instructions
oCriteria identified
oChecklist prepared

oChecklist used by
students
oFeedback given
oJudgement
justified
oDisagreements
resolved

Follow up &
Evaluation
oEvaluation
feedback collected
oAnalysed
oProblems
identified
oModifications
made if needed

Replication
oRepeat with same
cohort

Figure 15 Stages in carrying out and evaluating self / peer assessment as outlined
by Falchikov (2004, p.104)

The first step in the model is ‘Preparation’ and includes the design of the PA. As has been
discussed, the design of PA is complex and includes a number of variables that must be
considered. Adachi argues that as the purposes and benefits of PA differ significantly
from other forms of assessment that educators may use, the design elements of PA must
be reviewed separately (Adachi et al., 2018a; Adachi et al., 2018b). The remaining
sections of the model are more logistical in nature, outlining the key activities that staff
wishing to carry out PA must be aware of, and which can be used to inform practice.
In addition to the published frameworks outlined above, there are also guides available
for staff involved in assessment in HE regarding use of PA. One such guide was produced
by the UK Centre for Bioscience (2011). The centre published a guide for Biosciences in
the use of Self and Peer assessment presenting a background and justification for
educators in the area as to the many benefits of self and PA and the role it plays in student
learning. Building on the four stage framework proposed by Falchikov (2004)
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(Preparation, Implementation, Follow up and evaluation and Replication) the author
advocates the use of the GOALS process in the design of PA.
•

Grasp the objectives: allow students time and opportunity to grasp the learning
outcomes/ objectives/criteria or standards,

•

Orientate students towards their self-learning, thus design-in self- and peerassessment tasks,

•

Action: encourage students to take specific actions as a result of the exercise,
for example through dialogue with others,

•

Learning evaluation opportunities: observe what learning evaluations the
students are making and comment on this in a formative or summative way,

•

Strategies for moving on: monitor and help students to develop ideas and plans
for moving forward with their learning (Orsmond and Maw, 2011).

Included in this publication are eight case studies of self or peer assessment and some
advice to other educators that may want to use these approaches. The case studies offer a
practical snap shot of the variation in application of these approaches but serve to support
those interested in introducing this assessment methodology (Orsmond and Maw, 2011).
Bloxham and West reinforce the importance of preparation and planning when it comes
to PA “it is not for the faint hearted or less organised academic”(Bloxham and West,
2004, p.732). In 2017, Wride published a guide as a resource for staff that are interested
in introducing PA in their modules. Although this is not a practical guide for PA activity
there is a summary of two case studies from the literature and a list of some simple PA
activities included (Wride, 2017).
It is clear from the literature above that there is vast research into the area of PA,
demonstrating that it is used in a variety of ways, and it does not appear, as noted by
Ashenafi (2017), to be used in a structured manner within programmes. The diversity and
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the numerous characterisations may add to the confusion that educators may feel when
attempting to change their practice.
2.6.3 Peer Assessment in Practice
As the aim of this study is to develop a framework for the inclusion of PA in medical
scientist undergraduate education it was necessary that I analyse the practices of PA as
published and research the key themes that emerged from these publications. The
published studies of PA demonstrate the diversity of PA as noted by Gielen et al. (2011)
and that there is heavy focus on peer marking and the agreement between students and
academics in marking work. If we see PA as a spectrum, ranging from qualitative
feedback at one end, to quantitative measurement at the other, the focus of a number of
published studies on PA has been at the end of the spectrum of PA, regarding evaluation
(Liu and Carless, 2006; Reinholz, 2016; Ashenafi, 2017). Published PA studies ranged
from PA being an evaluation activity - peer marking e.g. posters or essays, included peers
assessing group work to the more formative application of PA with the focus of the study
being peer feedback or peer review of assignments (Orsmond et al., 1996; Smith et al.,
2002; Lynch et al., 2012; McGarrigle, 2013; Baker, 2016).
Adachi et al. reported that the academics they interviewed strongly believed in the
formative use of PA and saw it as assessment for learning rather than assessment of
learning; however, the evidence in the literature still shows PA having a summative
element. There would appear to be a move to include a more formative element to PA in
the last decade, with increased visibility of peer feedback in the academic discourse
(Wilson et al., 2015; Baker, 2016). However, the summative use of PA persists.
Although there are published frameworks (section 2.6.2) that can be used to classify or
design PA, these are rarely referenced in the publications of PA practice. From my
analysis of PA in practice, there are a number of key matters that can be seen and,
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although they may not reference the published frameworks or typology directly, they are
aligned to them. This section of the thesis is a distillation of the literature in the area (A
more detailed discussion of this literature is included in Appendix C).

Enablers of success:

Positive aspects:

Challenges reported:

•Improved critical thinking
•Increased lifelong learning
•Increased quality learning
•Increased engagement
•Reduced time marking staff

•Mixed feedback
•Summative use of PA
•Issues with peers marking/
competitive/ favouritism
•Poor quality of feedback
•Time consuming

• Assessment design important
• Importance of clarification of
criteria
• Student involvement
• Anonymity
• Training/ practice/
examples/experience
• Role of PA clear
• Use of technology
• Support students throughout
• Allow time for students to
engage
• Institute support

Figure 16 Summary of key findings from literature on PA

The studies analysed presented a number of positive outcomes associated with PA (Figure
16), in particular, when PA had a formative element (Lynch et al., 2012; Snowball and
Mostert, 2013; El-Mowafy, 2014; Baker, 2016). Studies reported that students’ critical
thinking was increased after PA and that the quality of their learning was also increased
(Lynch et al., 2012; Demonacos et al., 2019; Gillanders et al., 2020). Increased student
engagement was reported in some studies and the development of skills leading to lifelong
learning were also described (Weaver and Esposto, 2012; Kearney and Perkins, 2014;
Mulder et al., 2014; Wagner, 2016). The quality of feedback was also reported to have
improved as a result of PA, and the act of being a reviewer was strongly associated with

Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

94

increased learning (Mostert and Snowball, 2013; Demonacos et al., 2019; Ibarra-Sáiz et
al., 2020).
The more negative comments or challenges regarding PA (Figure 16) are often associated
with the use of PA in a summative manner, with students expressing concerns over peers
marking their work, along with issues with trust, competitiveness, and favouritism (Casey
et al., 2011; Planas Lladó et al., 2014; Tai, 2018; To and Panadero, 2019). Some reported
mixed messages of feedback and poor quality feedback comments and that PA was more
time consuming (Wilson, 2003; Ashenafi, 2017).
In addition to the positive results and challenges of PA reported in the literature, there are
also some findings reported that I have labelled as ‘enablers of success’. Authors reported
that these elements improve the success of PA, reduce negative outcomes, or increase the
positives associated with PA. These enablers are listed in Figure 16 above but include
the importance of students having a clear understanding of the role of PA and of the
criteria being used; studies where specific training was given and use of exemplars were
also reported on positively (Stepanyan et al., 2009; Van Zundert et al., 2010; Casey et al.,
2011; Kearney and Perkins, 2014; Brereton and Dunne, 2016; Li et al., 2020). Allowing
students time to engage with the activity is also important for PA success (Wilson, 2003;
Egan and Costelloe, 2016). The design of the PA activity is key, and technology can assist
in successful implementation of PA and support anonymity with peer feedback (Wilson
et al., 2015; Chen, 2016; Tai, 2018; Gillanders et al., 2020). These themes are aligned
with the benefits and challenges that Adachi et al. notes (2018b) and overlap with the
design variables described by Gielen et al. (2011) and Adachi (2018a). There is also
strong alignment with Topping’s organisational elements and with the AfL framework
discussed previously (Topping, 1998; Sambell et al., 2017).
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A number of review studies published focus on agreement between markers and continue
what Liu and Carless (2006) refer to as the ‘overemphasis’ of PA as a tool of
measurement. Liu and Carless (2006) propose that there should be more of a focus on the
role of PA in supporting learning. In 2017, Ashenafi’s review was not limited to studies
that involved mark comparisons; though they did conclude, as previously noted, that the
comparison of marks is common in PA studies. The authors make a number of
recommendations to improve the learning that may result from PA, including an
interdisciplinary approach and the establishment of design quality and measurement
standards (Ashenafi, 2017). The conclusions and the challenges seen here are in line with
what was published a number of years earlier by Strijbos and Sluijsmans (2010), where
they called on a need to develop the methods, function and conceptual approach to PA.
They too called for a more structured inclusion of PA in programmes to allow a more
iterative and programmatic approach to the inclusion of PA (Langan and Wheater, 2003).
This is aligned to the aim of this research project where a framework for inclusion of PA
is being developed.
2.6.4 Key Findings from Peer Assessment Literature
The literature analysis presented in previous section clearly demonstrates that PA has a
lot to offer to students and can be very positive learning experience, can encourage the
development of independent learners more critical thinkers and has a role as an
assessment for and as learning (Ballantyne et al., 2002; Wen and Tsai, 2006; TigheMooney, 2016). For the practitioner, peer assessment does, however, come with some
challenges; the literature demonstrates the diverse and complex nature of effective PA.
Perceptions and experiences of PA are varied and intertwined with the design and
implementation of the activity (Topping, 2009; Gielen et al., 2011; Adachi et al., 2018a).
The main findings from the literature analysis presented (Figure 16) can be divided into
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factors associated with the design and the implementation of the activity, and there are
areas that overlap between the two e.g. allowing time for students to engage with the
activity can be incorporated into the design of the activity, but will also be supported by
student involvement in the development of the criteria and in students having a clear
understanding of the role of PA and of the assessment criteria. Thus demonstrating the
interconnectedness of the design variables and the complexity of PA. In the development
of an effective framework, it is necessary to be informed by the literature, to have practice
based evidence and to be aligned to the principles of assessment.
The challenges and enablers of PA identified here are tabulated below, as they align
with the design clusters described by Adachi et al. (2018a).
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Table 2 Findings from literature analysis aligned with design clusters described by Adachi et al.
(2018)
(Adachi et al., 2018a)

Main findings from literature
Summative use of PA

Cluster I: Decisions concerning use
of PA

Time consuming
Importance of clarification of criteria
Role of PA clear
Student involvement

Cluster II: Link between PA and
other elements in learning

Clear understanding of role of PA

Cluster III : Interaction between
peers

Issues with feedback quality / Mixed feedback
Peers lack of expertise – trust
Anonymity

Cluster IV: Composition of
assessment groups
Cluster V: Management of
assessment procedure

Peers lack of trust due to competitiveness/ favouritism
Support students
Allow time for students to engage
Training/ use of exemplars

Cluster VI: Contextual elements

Technology use
Institute support

The above table demonstrates the key points drawn from the literature on PA. These,
together with the previous literature presented on assessment principles will be used with
the empirical data from this study to design a framework for PA for medical science
education programmes. Building on the key principles of assessment (section 2.2). I have
distilled the following seven key properties of effective PA. These will be discussed in
chapter 7 in light of the findings from this study, leading to the development of the
Pragmatic Peer Assessment framework (PPAF).
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In order to be effective PA must:
•

Be Authentic,

•

Be Valid,

•

Be Appropriate (for the level of study students are currently at),

•

Have an emphasis on assessment for and as learning (with lesser emphasis on
summative assessment),

•

Allow students the opportunity to engage with assessment criteria,

•

Allow students to develop skills of reviewing and offering constructive
feedback,

•

2.7

Be supported (by Staff and HEI).

Irish Medical Science Undergraduate Education

My analysis of the literature demonstrated that, while there is wide discourse in the area
of assessment, there are a number of gaps in relation to assessment in the Irish context
and in particular relating to medical science education. As was outlined in the rationale
for this project, a starting point for assessment change in any area requires knowledge of
the current status, both from the staff and student perspective. This is where this study is
situated for Irish medical science undergraduate education.
Chapter 1 introduced medical science education and the role of the professional and
registration bodies in the validation of these programmes. The professional body have
requirements for a balance between summative and formative assessments and
specifically refer to the use of unseen written exams. The Irish state regulatory body
CORU, at the time of writing this thesis, is reviewing medical science undergraduate
programme applications for approval. The programmes’ assessment strategies will need
to be aligned to the requirements as defined by this body for approval (CORU, 2019b).
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2.8

Conclusions drawn from Chapter 2

This literature analysis demonstrated that assessment has a significant role to play in
learning and that there are number of key principles that assessment must possess in order
to support learning. From my distillation, these key principles can be divided into
assessment design and assessment management and are summarised in Figure 6 (section
2.2). In the development of any framework for the inclusion of an assessment method,
these core principles will be significant.
In addition to the design and management of assessment, effective assessment requires a
shared understanding of the role, the processes, and the language of assessment and
feedback for all stakeholders. One issue identified in the literature is the lack of clarity or
standardisation in the language used. The definitions of formative and summative are
unclear and inconsistent and requires clarity for all stakeholders, the transition to using
‘assessment of for and as learning’ may make it easier for the role of assessment to be
understood, if used consistently, however, FA and SA are widely seen in the literature.
Integral to assessment supporting learning is the essential role of feedback. Effective
feedback practice must be incorporated into any framework on assessment. The literature
demonstrates that there are challenges associated with effective feedback practice and
similar to the terms of assessment the literacy of all involved is critical. Feedback must
be seen more as a dialogue and the ‘new’ paradigm implemented for effective feedback
(Carless and Boud, 2018; Molloy et al., 2019).
Peer Assessment can be seen as an example of an assessment approach that can support
students in their learning and in the development of key skills. Although there are a
number of models or frameworks described for PA, rarely do published studies refer to
the application of these. The PA practices reported in the literature demonstrated variety
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in application and predominantly studies report a summative aspect to the activity.
Highlighted in the literature, and illustrated in Figure 16, are reported positives and
challenges associated with PA. Similar to all assessment activities both the design and
management of PA is crucial in supporting the efficacy pf PA. HEIs have a role in
supporting all innovation in practice and in developing the skills of staff for this to occur.
Students are key players in assessment and for PA to be a success, students should be
informed of the role of assessment, be familiar with the language, and be able to
participate in feedback dialogue.
I have drawn the following conclusion from my analysis of the literature in the area of
assessment and PA, for me for PA to be effective there are seven main guiding elements
as listed below.
PA must:
•

Be Authentic,

•

Be Valid,

•

Be Appropriate (for the level of study students are currently at),

•

Have an emphasis on assessment for and as learning (with lesser emphasis on
summative assessment),

•

Allow students the opportunity to engage with assessment criteria,

•

Allow students to develop skills of reviewing and offering constructive
feedback,

•

Be supported (by Staff and HEI).

To conclude, the analysis of the literature has shown that the design and the
implementation of assessment are important in ensuring that the assessment can support
learning. Staff and the HEI play central roles in ensuring that this can be achieved and are

Chapter 2: Literature Analysis

101

important influencers on the assessment that students experience and must support the
assessment strategies in use. In the development of a framework for the inclusion of PA,
these elements must be incorporated.
Chapter 3 presents the approach taken with this research study, the theoretical and
philosophical framework that guided the research design, the methods used, and how the
data collection and analysis was performed.
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RESEARCH DESIGN,
METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

3.1

Introduction to Chapter 3

In order to meet the objectives and sub-objectives of this study (section 1.3), it is essential
that this study is performed within the appropriate framework. I adopted a pragmatic
subjective approach and the methods used were a mixture of both qualitative and
quantitative. This chapter presents the primary research design, methodology, and
methods as applied in this study.
This chapter opens with an overview to the research process. The research design process
is discussed, with reference to the approach, philosophical assumptions, and the
methodological stance taken. The mixed methods used are discussed, followed by a
presentation of the overall research design. The four stages of the research design and the
data collection methods used are reviewed. There follows a section on the ethical
considerations for this study, and the chapter closes with the conclusions drawn from the
chapter.
3.2

The Research Process

The research cycle or the research journey, as described in the literature, is made up of a
number of steps, spanning from conception, planning, execution, to reporting. Mackenzie
and Knipe (2006) detail eleven steps in documenting this journey, as illustrated in Figure
17 below (Crotty, 1998; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). This figure outlines the flow of
decisions and influences in developing a research plan or designing a research study
(Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006).
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Step 1 - Broad
idea of discipline
and paradigm

Step 8 - Obtain
ethical approval

Step 9 - Data
collection

Step2 - Determine
area of
investigation

Step 7 - Identify
study participlants

Step 10 - Data
analysis

Step 3 - Identify
approach

Step 6 - Choose
data collection
methods

Step 11 - Write up
findings, discuss
and conclusion

Step 4 - Conduct
literature review

Step 5 -Determine
data types

Figure 17 The research journey adapted from Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006.

Each step has a number of decisions or factors that must be considered, ultimately leading
to the research design (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). Researchers do need to be cognisant
of the fact that the steps are interconnected. The decision as to what approach or
philosophical assumption that a researcher aligns to will influence the methodological
stance and, subsequently, the methods utilised in the study. This decision network also
works in the opposite direction; the methods chosen must support the philosophical
assumptions that a researcher aligns to. The process of reviewing each of the steps is what
leads to the overall design or plan for the research (Creswell, 2013; Mertens, 2014; Cohen
et al., 2018).
As shown in Figure 18 below, the research process starts with the research idea, the area
of interest to the researcher. In order to plan (design) how this area will be investigated
(researched), the researcher must be informed about what already has been published in
this area, what is already known, and how this was investigated (Mackenzie and Knipe,
2006; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). The answer to this will most likely come from an
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analysis of various sources such as published literature, textbooks, or documentation. In
tandem with this, the researcher must select how this study will be carried out. What is
the appropriate approach, is it an inductive or deductive approach? As such, the
philosophical stance of the researcher needs to be identified, as does the methodological
position (Creswell and Creswell, 2017).

Figure 18 Overview of the research process adapted from Mackenzie and Knipe,
2006

Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) and Rallis and Rossman (2011) describe the complex nature
of the research journey. This journey can be difficult to navigate and, at times, the
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researcher can find themselves in unfamiliar territory, particularly for discipline experts
(as in my case, a medical scientist with positivist scientific training) transferring to the
field of Education Research (ER). Similar to the discussion presented in Chapter 2
(section 2.1.2), on the lack of a shared understanding of the terminology with respect to
assessment in HE, there is pluralistic use of terms in various textbooks and publications
when discussing philosophical underpinnings, theoretical stances, and methodologic
approaches in research (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006).
In order to situate the research design process discussion that follows, it is necessary that
I first discuss educational research (ER), clarifying the definition and purpose of ER.
Following this, the research design process and the design of my study is presented.
3.3

Educational Research

As described in Chapter 1, the rationale for this research study was to improve assessment
practice in the undergraduate education of Medical Scientists in the RoI. To undertake
this study, it was necessary that I become familiar with educational research (ER)
conventions and to identify my own philosophical stance and the lens through which I
would approach the study. Cohen et al. (2018) state that humans are concerned with
understanding their environment and, quoting Mouly, states that, to achieve this
understanding, there are three overlapping categories: experience, reasoning, and
research; these together can be used to discover the truth.
Kerlinger (1970) defines research as the “systematic, controlled, empirical and critical
investigation of hypothetical propositions about the presumed relations among natural
phenomena” and Mertens (2014, p.2) concisely describes research as “one of the ways of
knowing or understanding”, stating that it is a process of systematic inquiry that can be
carried out for a number of different reasons.
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From the various definitions of research above, one common theme I noted was the
inclusion of ‘systematic’ inquiry in the definitions. Bassey (1992) describes educational
research as “a systematic and critical enquiry into educational topics with equal respect
for the persons and the truth”, while Bradley et al. (2008), quoting Opie (2004), describes
educational research as the “collection and analysis of information on the world of
education so as to understand and explain it better”.
History shows there is link between educational research and psychology and
demonstrates the role that philosophy played in establishing and developing educational
research (Hammersley, 1993). Initially, a natural science approach was prominent in ER,
as was seen in the definition included in the No Child Left Behind Act in US, as presented
in Mertens (2014, p.40). This included a reliance on standardised testing and the use of
quantitative methods. As the area has evolved, an adaption of more social science
methods emerged, with a move towards more qualitative methods (Mackenzie and Knipe,
2006; Mertens, 2014).
Quantitative methods or a positivist approach may be favoured by some policy makers,
however those against this approach state that they fail to offer any insights into the
complex nature of the research (Greenback, 2003). Whereas opponents of the adaptation
of qualitative methods only in ER, as documented by Boyd (2000), argue that the
interpretivist methods fail to offer clear cut solutions (Greenbank, 2003). There is
disagreement as to which methodological approach is best suited to ER, with the use of a
mixed methods approach promoted more in recent times (Yilmaz, 2013).
Tashakkori and Teddlie (2009) state that the researcher’s reason for carrying out the study
is the original starting point for research in social sciences. That the ‘reason why’ has
possibly become more important than simply the ‘generation of knowledge’. They outline
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three main reasons for carrying out research: firstly, for personal reasons to advance
career or satisfy curiosity; secondly, to advance knowledge; and, thirdly, for societal
reasons. ER should generate knowledge relevant to day-to-day practice, such knowledge
can be used by educators to inform their actions and activities (Biesta and Burbules,
2003). As a purpose of ER is to supply evidence for policy makers or politicians, they
seek out knowledge that will inform their decisions. Poni (2014) states that the aim of
educational research is to empower educators and to assist in exploring any issues within
a school. As Biesta states, “educational research is not so much research about education
as it is research for education” (2003). Merging Bassey’s definition of ER with Biesta’s
purpose of ER best describes my working definition of ER, namely, ‘a systematic and
critical enquiry into educational topics with equal respect for the persons and the truth; to
inform practice or decision making’. This definition is appropriate for my study. As
stated in Chapter 1, this is a practice-driven study involving enquiry into current
assessment practice. Furthermore, the opinions and experiences of both the staff and
students involved are used to inform future practice.
ER is embedded in the area of social sciences and, as such, the design of the study will
be within the social science structure. The design of the research study is a result of the
interplay of three main influences, as illustrated in Figure 19 below, each of which are
discussed in the following sections (Creswell, 2013).
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1 Research
Approach

Research
Design
3
Methodology

2 Philosophical
Stance

Figure 19 Overview of research design process, (Creswell, 2013).

3.4

Research Design Process: 1 Research Approach

The first step in the research design process (Figure 19) is to establish the research
approach. The approach that a researcher takes to their study can determine what data is
collected and how this will be analysed. Reasoning and how people tend to comprehend
the world can be described in three general ways: deductive, inductive, and inductivedeductive approach (Cohen et al., 2018). If adopting a deductive approach, the research
is used to define or prove a theory. The data is collected using methods in relation to the
concepts that make up the hypothesis (Bryman, 2015). The output of the research is the
confirmation or rejection of the hypothesis. Inductive research involves movement in the
opposite direction; from the data collected, a theory is generated. This approach
originated from Francis Bacon’s writings in the 1600s. Cohen et al. (2018) describes
Bacon’s approach that if there is sufficient evidence a relationship, significance or
meaning of the data can be discovered. The inductive method as described by Bacon was
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followed by the inductive-deductive approach combining the two methods, where
hypotheses are tested, revised, and retested if necessary (Cohen et al., 2018).
If we describe research as striving to understand reality, we must be aware of the
approaches to reasoning that can be applied in the performance of a study. In this present
study, an inductive approach was applied as the purpose of the study was not to prove or
disprove a theory but to gain meaning from the data collected as a means of understanding
the participants’ opinions and experiences.
The research approach is not the only decision that informs the design of the study.
Educational research has adopted many aspects of the social sciences research
approaches. Social science researchers align with accepted philosophical assumptions or
paradigms that govern what constitute accurate and valid approaches to their study.
3.5

Research Design Process: 2 Research Philosophy

A necessary requirement for educational researchers is to identify their philosophical
position and the theoretical perspective that will inform their research, what is often
referred to as the research paradigm. The use of the term ‘paradigm’, describing the
approach to research, comes for the work of Thomas Kuhn (1962). Kuhn described a
paradigm as a way of researching a phenomenon using a shared set of principles or
beliefs. Creswell and Creswell (2017) use the term ‘worldview’ rather than paradigm to
mean “a general philosophical orientation about the world and the nature of research that
the researcher brings to a study”. The researcher’s worldview will therefore dictate the
approach they take with their research and, as such, will dictate the methods used.
Cohen et al. (2018) highlight that educational research must be considered on the basis
of one’s ontological, epistemological, and axiological stance. It is the merging of these
three strands that give rise to the appropriate design of a research study and, as such, the
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methods to be used in the study in order to answer the research question. Grix, drawing
on Mack (2010), stresses that, before one commences a research study, one must establish
a link between what the researcher thinks can be researched – ontological position, what
they can know about the topic – epistemological approach, and how it can be investigated
– methodological stance. The paradigm or worldview with which a researcher aligns to
sets out the intent, motivation, and expectations for the research study. Research design
emerges from the approach taken or the paradigm adopted. Creswell and Clark (2007)
promote discovering one’s philosophical stance as the starting place for any research
study. Before I embarked on my study, it was necessary that I review my own
philosophical perspective on research and come to terms with the philosophy of
educational research. It is essential that I identify the nature of the research question and
what would constitute accurate and valid data to assist in the study.
In the next section of this chapter, I discuss research world views or paradigms that have
been adopted by educational researchers.
3.5.1 Research paradigms
Whether you use the definition of a paradigm as a set of principles or beliefs by which
research can be carried out (Kuhn, 1962) or that of a world view as described by Cresswell
and Cresswell (2017), identifying the overall beliefs or view that a researcher has informs
their research framework. Mertens (2014, p.10) outlines Guba and Lincoln’s (2011) four
basic belief systems that can define a paradigm and assist the researcher in deciding on
the approach that best align with their own philosophical stance:
1.

What is the nature of ethics? (axiology)

2.

What is the nature of reality? (ontology)

3.

What is nature of knowledge? (epistemology)

4.

What is the methodological approach?
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Paradigms are classified based on their ontological, epistemological, axiological, and
methodological assumptions. The table below summarises the main beliefs associated
with three of the major paradigms adopted by educational researchers.

Table 3 Comparison of main research paradigms

Ontological

Axiological

Epistemological

Methodological

What is
nature of
reality?

What is role
of values?

What counts as
knowledge?

How will the
data be
collected?

Positivism/
Post-positivism

External,
objective.

Research takes
place in value
free;
researcher is
independent of
the data.

Only what can be
observed

Highly structured
measurement
Quantitative (may
use qualitative)

Interpretivism/
Constructivism

Subjective,
socially
constructed,
multiple.

Researcher is
part of the
research,
values part of
the research.

Subjective
meanings, socially
constructed

In-depth
investigations,
qualitative

External,
multiple
views.

Plays a role in
data
interpretation,
researcher
adopting both
objective and
subjective.

Both observable
and subjective
meanings.

Mixed or multiple
methods –
quantitative and
qualitative.

Pragmatism

Ontological assumptions are concerned with the very nature of reality. Is reality an
objective nature or is it a result of individual’s construct? (Cohen et al., 2018) Objectivism
is the ontological position that states social realty exists external and independent of those
involved (Saunders, 2011). Subjectivism/ Constructionism is an alternate ontological
position that states that social phenomena and their meaning are constructed by those
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involved (Bryman, 2015) and that these meanings are constantly evolving as social
interactions are continual (Saunders, 2011).
Epistemology is concerned with what is acceptable knowledge in an area (Bryman, 2015),
with Cohen et al. describing the epistemological concerns to be, not only the ‘nature of
knowledge’, but also how we acquire this knowledge and how it is communicated to
others (2018. p.5). Ontological assumptions inform epistemological position which
further inform the methodology that can be employed / used as part of this approach
(Mack, 2010). One division of epistemology is positivism/post-positivism. In this
position, the methods of natural science are often used. The positivist stance sees the
researcher collecting data that is observable and no interpretation of meaning is required.
The opposing stance to positivism is interpretivism, which advocates that the researcher
must be aware of the differences between individuals in their roles as ‘social actors’
(Saunders, 2011, p137). One challenge with the interpretivist view is the need to enter the
world of your research participants and to understand the world from their position. Thus,
it is crucial that the interpretivist researcher adopts an empathetic stance (Saunders, 2011,
p.137).
Axiology is the branch of research philosophy that is concerned with values. To this end,
what role do the researchers own values play in the stages of research process? Saunders
(2011, p.139), quoting Heron, states that values are what guide all human action and that
researchers demonstrate their values or axiological skill in explaining how their values
play a role in their work. Greenbank, drawing on Rokeach’s position, states that
researchers have a value system that includes moral and competency values that are
exercised in how they execute their research study (2003). Moral values are described as
what a person feels is the ‘right thing’ to do and competency values are executed in what
researchers believe is the ‘best way’ to do something. Mack (2010) agrees with
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Greenback (2003) that, when designing a study, researchers are influenced by their
underlying epistemological and ontological stances, which are influenced by their values.
Positivist research is described as value free, the objectivity of the research approach to
acquiring knowledge that is external to the participants. Boyd (2000) argues that research
can never be truly value free and that decisions on sampling and analysis made by
positivist researchers are influenced by values. By way of contrast, the subjective nature
of interpretivist research means that there is an acceptance of the role of their values, as
such interpretivist researchers are more likely to use methods that allows the researcher
to be part of the data collection method, such as interviews. It is essential then that, prior
to commencement of a study, the researcher reflects on their values and beliefs and
ascertain the approach that their research will be aligned to. This allows the identification
of the specific lens through which the research can be viewed (Greenbank, 2003).
Pragmatism as a Research Paradigm for Educational Research
If Positivism and Interpretivism are the two main paradigms at opposing ends of the
spectrum of ER, a third paradigm commonly associated with ER is the Pragmatic
paradigm. Pragmatism derives from the work of Pierce, James, Mead and Dewy
(Creswell, 2013), with Rorty and Kaplan being more recent writers in the area. This
paradigm is concerned with the application of the research and focuses on the solution to
the problem (Szyjka, 2012). Historically, pragmatism had an early period up to circa
1930, which led to the neo-pragmatic era from 1960 onwards. The early pragmatists such
as James, Dewey, and Pierce did not believe that applying a single scientific method was
how we could access the truth about the real world. Thus, rejecting the more positivist
approach to research, these philosophers were therefore more aligned to constructionists
in their beliefs (Mertens, 2014). The later writers in the area, such as Rorty and Kaplan,
built on and developed the work of those they followed, emphasising the importance of
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practical thinking and common sense (Mertens, 2014). Morgan (2007) outlines the core
tenets of pragmatism such as James’ focus on ‘lines of action’ and Dewey’s ‘warranted
assertions’ that place an emphasis on ‘workability’. Mertens (2014) summaries this by
stating that the ‘inquiries’ are what we do when we undertake to determine the
‘workability’ of any potential ‘lines of action’. The results from the inquiry provide
warrant for the assertions we make about the lines of action. Pragmatists view the lines
of action as the methods that are most appropriate for studying the area of interest. In this
way, pragmatists are generally described as putting the research question at the heart of
the study, what Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009, p.129) describe as the “dictatorship of the
research question”.
The following discussion outlines how the four basic belief systems, as highlighted by
Guba and Lincoln (2011), used to describe a paradigm are applied to the pragmatic
research paradigm. The early pragmatists were very conscious of the role of ethics
(axiology). Dewey integrated strong ethical principles, in that he stressed the need to
engage with multiple stakeholders in order to gain understanding from different
viewpoints (Mertens, 2014, p.37). Morgan (2007) states that, for researchers working
within the pragmatic paradigm, the “ethical goal of research is to gain knowledge in the
pursuit of the desired ends”. The attention to the ethical aspects of the ‘lines of action’
and how they chose those lines of action (methods) means that the pragmatic researcher
is not a case of the ‘ends justifying the means’ (Morgan, 2007, p.70). The early
pragmatists were very aware of the role that their own values played in shaping their
research goals and a pragmatic approach reminds us that our values play a part in who we
are and how we act. As a pragmatic researcher your values have a major influence on
what you choose to research and how you choose to do so (Cherryholmes, 1992; Morgan,
2007; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).
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With respect to the nature of reality (ontology), pragmatists assert that there is a single
reality. In this way, they agree with positivist/postpositivist, noting that this reality is
external and independent of our minds (Cherryholmes, 1992). However, pragmatists also
assert that each individual has their own unique interpretation of this reality (Mertens,
2014; Morgan, 2007). Pragmatists deny that truth about reality can actually be
determined., i.e. is one explanation of reality better than any other? Cherryholmes (1992)
indicates that a pragmatist choice of a particular explanation is because it is “better than
another at producing anticipated or desired outcomes”. In particular, the pragmatist
emphasis on creating knowledge through lines of action points to the kinds of “joint
actions” or “projects” that different people or groups can accomplish together (Morgan,
2007, p.72).
Pragmatists also reject the polarity of epistemological stances between objective and
subjective and see epistemological issues more on a continuum (Teddlie and Tashakkori,
2009). This reflects Dewey’s concept that research takes place in communities and that
the researcher may need to interact with members to understand and address issues
(Mertens, 2014). The pragmatic researcher is free to “study what interests you and is of
value to you, study it in the different ways you deem appropriate, and utilise the results
in ways that can bring about positive consequences within your value system” (Teddlie
and Tashakkori, 2009; Saunders, 2011). Saunders (2011, p.130) describe pragmatists as
recognising “that there are many different ways of interpreting the world and undertaking
research” and that due to the possibility of multiple realities, no single view can give the
“complete picture”.
Neo-pragmatists wrote extensively on the importance of using a mixed method approach
to research to avoid being constrained by a mono method approach (Mackenzie and
Knipe, 2006; Mertens, 2014). A pragmatic worldview allows flexibility in the
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methodology that can be chosen to answer the research question. As such, mixed methods
are often associated with this paradigm. It is important to note, however, that the methods
chosen should be done so to support valid and accurate data collection and analysis in
answering the research question.
Saunders describes pragmatists as being concerned with the practical consequences of
research findings (2011, p.130), although some argue that a consequence of the
abandonment of a positivist approach to research is that the validation aspect is lost
(Denzin, 2008; Whiteman, 2015). Mixed methods can assist in validation of the data, the
inclusion of scientific rigour in how the data is collected and analysed will ensure the
validity of the conclusions drawn. Comte’s positivist approach is not suited to the research
of human behaviour, as Cohen et al. (2018, p.10) state that positivism is less successful
when studying human behaviour due to the “immense complexity of human nature
…….and social phenomena contrasting strikingly with the order and regularity of the
natural world”, adding that this is “apparent in the contexts of classroom and schools”.
Pragmatists are more likely to view research as a more holistic endeavour and to
collaborate across disciplines (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2005). By mixing and having a
positive attitude toward the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods, the
pragmatic researcher can have what Morgan (2007) refers to as, the ability to work back
and forth between the two sources of data collection. Similar to the abductive reasoning
that they describe for pragmatism, a mixed methods approach can allow movement from
specific results to more general implications. This is akin to what Onwuegbuzie and
Leech (2005) describe as pragmatic researchers having a bi-focal lens that allows
zooming in and zooming out, combining micro and macro levels to the research.
Pragmatism is associated with a ‘practice driven’ approach (Denscombe, 2008; Cohen et
al., 2018) and is not committed to any one system of philosophy and reality.
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Educational research is pragmatic in nature, with students and academics all coming from
different backgrounds. In educational research, the research question generally is the at
the centre of the research study (Poni, 2014). As stated previously, Biesta and Burbules
(2003, p.1) note that educational research is not research about education but “research
for education”. Educational researchers want knowledge to inform their actions (Biesta
and Burbules, 2003; Cohen et al., 2018). If we refer to Teddlie and Tashakkori’s (2009)
purpose of research, Biesta and Burbules’ (2003) view of ER with my working definition
of ER - ‘a systematic and critical enquiry into educational topics with equal respect for
the persons and the truth; to inform practice or decision making’ - then the pragmatic
approach is appropriate.
In educational research, to understand the area it is necessary that the research is carried
out from the inside (Cohen et al., 2018). Research in this area is generally not to define
or explain behaviour but to understand, to generate or develop a theory or pattern of
meanings (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). This approach is especially suited to the
classroom where students and teachers ‘construct’ meaning. Cohen et al. (2011) describe
pragmatists as “adopting methodologically eclectic, pluralistic approach to research
drawing on positivism and interpretative epistemologies”. Having well-constructed
research questions are central to the pragmatic approach to research (Szyjka, 2012).
Philosophical stance as applied to this study
Researchers make decisions on what the nature of reality is (ontology), what constitutes
knowledge (epistemology), and how can that knowledge be revealed (methodology). The
review of the above questions for me led to the development of a study performed within
the pragmatic paradigm, with the adoption of some interpretivist epistemologies.
For me, defining my philosophical perspective was interlinked with the nature of the
research study. The main aim of this research is to acquire descriptive, quantitative,
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empirical data on which to develop a framework that would be used to inform and
improve the practice of educators in the Medical Science discipline. This is a ‘practice
driven’ project and, as such, is aligned strongly with the pragmatic paradigm. For me, a
pragmatic stance is appropriate. The research study arose from my interest in changing
practice, and so for me personally finding a solution to the ‘problem’ is important.
It is my belief that individuals have their own perceptions of reality, that each person
constructs their reality and that this construction is a result of each individual’s personal
life experiences. I also believe that there are multiple realities, that knowledge is built,
and that there are multiple truths. A mixture of methods can be used to allow the collection
of rich data, to allow the research question to be analysed and interpreted (Leech and
Onwuegbuzie, 2009). Pragmatism adopts a pluralistic approach to methodology, drawing
on both a positivist and interpretive approaches (Cohen et al., 2013).
The aim, objectives, and sub-objectives of this research study (section 1.3) include an
interrogation of the current assessment practice and the opinions and experiences of this
practice in Medical Science undergraduate education. Therefore, in this case within the
pragmatic paradigm the adoption of some interpretivist epistemologies is appropriate,
recognising the ability of each individual to construct meaning from social situations
(Mertens, 2014). I believe that each participant in the study will derive different meaning
or will perceive situations differently due to the fact that each has had differing
experiences both internal and external to the educational environment.
When reviewing what methods would best collect the data needed to meet the objectives
and sub-objectives of my study, it was apparent to me that a mixture was warranted. Thus
giving the advantage of using both quantitative and qualitative data, combining the
benefits of both (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). My research sought to review and collect
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data regarding assessment and the presence of peer assessment in the module descriptors
of medical science programmes. Additionally, I sought to explore the opinions and
experiences of both academics and students on these programmes in order to attain a
deeper knowledge relating to assessment practice, thus justifying a pragmatic approach
to the research using mixed methods.
3.6

Research Design Process: 3 Research Methodology

The third factor that plays an important role in the design of a research project, in addition
to the research approach and the philosophical assumptions of the researcher, is the
methodological approach taken. As presented in Table 3, each philosophical stance or
research paradigm traditionally has a methodological approach(es) associated with them.
In summary, methodological approaches are described as quantitative, qualitative, or
mixed methods. The next section discusses these approaches, with particular emphasis on
mixed methods, as a mixed method methodology was deemed to be suitable for this study,
employing both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection.
3.6.1 Research Methodologies: Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods
Although there is quite a staggering amount published in the area of research design,
methodological approaches, and philosophical underpinnings it can be confusing to the
novice researcher. Depending on the text being read the terms associated with research
methodology are used inconsistently and interchangeably (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006).
In some instances, educational research is described as being either Quantitative or
Qualitative (Yilmaz, 2013). This description of quantitative or qualitative as a research
overview/paradigm can lead to confusion and can pose a difficulty, especially for those
new to the area. Yilmaz (2013, p.314) tabulates the opposing assumptions, purposes,
approaches, and role of the researcher in these two approaches. Furthermore, Yilmaz
describes the epistemological, ontological, theoretical, and methodological stance aligned
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to both quantitative and qualitative approaches (Yilmaz, 2013) which can be used to
inform methodological choices and underpinning philosophical approaches.
The data collection methods used in a research study are also described as being either
quantitative (Quan) or qualitative (Qual). Quantitative methods are methods that yield
numerical data that may then be statistically evaluated. Researchers using quantitative
methods tend to be aligned to the positivist or post-positivist paradigm (Saunders, 2011).
One difference between them being that the post-positivists acknowledge the role that
their value system plays in how they approach their research and the conclusions they
draw from their data; positivists believing that the data is ‘value free’ and ‘completely
objective’ (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).
Qualitative methods are the methods allied with narrative data collection methods. Many
qualitative researchers would be aligned with the interpretivist paradigm, taking an
inductive approach. Writers in this area include Howe (1988), Lincoln (2011), and Braun
and Clark (2006). As the data is generally narrative in nature, the analysis usually involves
developing patterns or themes and is referred to as thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006; Maguire and Delahunt, 2017).
There was for over a century dispute between the supporters of quantitative and
qualitative researchers. Advocates for the quantitative approach, such as Popper and
Schrag, argued that social science research should be objective and that educational
researchers should eliminate all bias, be emotionally detached and not involved with the
study participants (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Qualitative supporters such as
Smith, Guba, and Lincoln reject this position and contend that multiple constructed
realities exist, and that research is value laden. They reject the detached approach and
encourage an empathetic approach using descriptive writing (Whiteman, 2015). Mixed
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Methods (MM) research has been described as the third research paradigm in educational
research that has emerged from what was known as the paradigm wars (Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cameron and Miller, 2007; Denscombe, 2008; Creswell and Plano
Clark, 2011; Whiteman, 2015).
The Mixed Methods (MM) community of researchers are a diverse group and these
researchers use an alternative to the single method choice traditions. MM researchers
focus on the research question and then review the tools that can be used to answer the
question, specifically what Teddlie and Tashakkori describe as a rejection of the ‘eitheror’ standpoint. Pragmatism and transformative are the philosophical stances with strong
associations with MM (Denscombe, 2008; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). MM
researchers gather data of both numerical and narrative nature to answer their research
questions. The analysis of such data therefore can involve both statistical and thematic
analysis. When choosing to use a MM methodological approach in a research study, the
researcher must ensure that the methods are appropriate, valid, accurate, and precise.
The argument against MM is based on the fact that purists believe that the quantitative
and qualitative methods are incompatible due to opposing ontological and
epistemological beliefs (Mertens, 2014; Whiteman, 2015). Those that support the mixing
of the methods support the complex nature of some research questions and argue that,
once designed appropriately, MM research is appropriate (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).
As has been stated, a mixed method research methodology was deemed to be suitable for
this present study, employing both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection.
The pragmatic paradigm allows the employment of different methods in order to gain the
data relevant to answering the research question (Saunders, 2011; Saunders and Tosey,
2013). As Creswell and Clark (2010, p. 82) argue, this “is most useful when the researcher
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wants to assess trends and relationships with quantitative data but also be able to explain
the mechanism or reasons behind the resultant trends”. As was seen in chapter 2, studies
in the area of peer assessment (PA) often use quantitative methods (section 2.6.3). IbarraSáiz et al. (2020) advocate the use of MM to ensure that a researcher is not solely reliant
on the use of quantitative data.
3.6.2 Definition of Mixed Methods
In the positivist and postpositivist paradigm, as seen in Table 3, the methodology is
aligned with the philosophical stance of the researcher. This is to allow the collection and
analysis of objective quantifiable data, whereby, the interpretivist researcher adopts a
methodological stance that allows the in-depth subjective analysis of meaning of the
research subjects (Mertens, 2014). For those that are aligned with the pragmatism
paradigm, the methodological stance is to allow both objective and subjective data
collection. To fully investigate the research problem, the methodology is linked to the
‘research purpose’ (Biesta, cited in Arthur, 2012).
Johnson et al. (2007) list 19 different definitions of Mixed Method Research (MMR)
which vary in complexity. Some of these definitions distinguish between the mixed
methods and multimethod stance, others using the mixing of quantitative and qualitative
data. From the 19 definitions listed, the terms ‘systematic’ and ‘mixing of quantitative
and qualitative data’ are commonly seen. Creswell’s definition states that the ‘mixing’
may not be just at the level of methodology but also at the level of research design.
MMR is an approach to inquiry that combines or integrates both qualitative and
quantitative forms of research. It involves philosophical assumptions, the use of
qualitative and quantitative approaches and the mixing or integrating of both
approaches in a study (Creswell and Creswell, 2017).
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Similarly Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) define MMR as a type of research design in
which qualitative and quantitative approaches are used in type of questions, research
methods, data collection and analysis procedures or inferences. MMR has evolved from
its origin of simply mixing methods emerging from the need for triangulation to complex
and diverse patterns of ‘mixing’ at the design stage of a study (Morgan, 2007).
The definition that Johnson et al. (2007) distilled from the 19 definitions given is an
appropriate definition and can be applied to the research study discussed here,
Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of
researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches
(e.g. use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis,
inference techniques) for the broad purpose of breadth and depth of understanding
and corroboration (p.123).

MM research is not as simple as combining quantitative and qualitative methods. In my
study, I use the term to describe the nature of the data collected by the methods and the
analysis of such data in line with that described by Teddlie and Tashakkori, (2009). As
with the terms Quantitative and Qualitative, MM is often referred to in the literature to
describe a research ‘paradigm’ and not just a methodological approach, in the following
paragraphs these terms are clarified in the context of my study (Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cameron and Miller, 2007).
Mixed Method Research
MMR has evolved and gained popularity as a result of general acceptance that employing
a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods is appropriate in social and human
sciences (Creswell, 2013). This combination can assist in gaining understanding to the
complex areas that social scientists investigate. The growth of MMR has led to it being
referred to as the third paradigm (Johnson et al., 2007) or the third path (Gorard and
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Taylor, 2004) with some claiming that the mixing of the two makes them stronger than
the individual components (Johnson et al., 2007; Fetters and Freshwater, 2015).
The five main purposes of MMR defined by Green et al. (1989) are: triangulation,
complementarity, initiation, development, expansion. Biesta (cited in Arthur et al., (2012)
note that MMR developed from the idea of triangulation, from the belief that if data from
two or more methods agree it strengthens the validity of the findings. Teddlie and
Tashakkori (2009) stress the important point that mixing methods should result in the
methods complementing each other and should not be chosen as a means of
supplementing data collection.
There are numerous ways in how MMR can be classified. Creswell (2013) outlines six
strategies for MMR based on the timing and the prominence of Qualitative (Qual) or
Quantitative (Quan) methods e.g. Sequential Explanatory. Greene et al. (1989) in their
review of MM studies developed a typology for the MMR design based on design
characteristics and functions. Johnson et al. (2007) outline two main classifications of
MMR based on the dominance of the Qual or Quan element. Teddlie and Tashakkori
(2009) note that, while generating typologies of MMR can be helpful for researchers in
designing their research, they warn that these lists cannot be exhaustive. They argue that
the diversity in MMR is due to two main factors: emergent design of the nature of MMR
and the opportunistic nature of MMR. They state that what MM researchers can do is to
establish a set of ideal ‘types’ of MMR design.
When designing MMR, Cohen et al. (2018) outline their expansion of Creswell’s seven
steps to a twelve step process to include exact information on what is being mixed.
Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), include a table of seven questions distilled from a number
of writers in the area to assist in the design and typology of MMR.
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1.

Number of Methodological approaches,

2.

Number of strands or phases,

3.

Type of implementation process,

4.

Stage of integration of approaches,

5.

Priority of methodological approaches,

6.

Functions of the research study,

7.

Theoretical or ideological perspective.

On review of the above, MMR design is generally based on the weighting of methods and
the timing of when the collection, analysis, and interpretation of the data occurs. It is also
important to note if the methods are completely separate or embedded within each other.
As stated by Teddlie and Tashakkori, this results in endless possibilities of designs and
makes it very difficult to have the clear cut design as described in the textbooks (Cohen
et al., 2018). In MMR, the research is driven by the research question, with Greene (2008)
stating that the methodology follows the purpose and question in research. Teddlie and
Tashakkori (2009, p.111) outline the process of generating the research question within
the MMR, as illustrated in Figure 20. For this present study, the research questions
(section 1.3) require the gathering of both quantitative and qualitative data and, as such,
a MM approach is warranted.
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Figure 20 Flowchart Describing the process of Generating Research Questions in
MMR (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009, p111)

The tools (methods) that are chosen are done so in order to answer the specific research
questions, further reinforcing the suitability of alignment of MM to the pragmatic
paradigm.
Background Knowledge
The pragmatic researcher decides “what they want to study based on what is important
within their personal value systems. They then study that topic in a way that is congruent
with their value system, including units of analysis and variables that they feel are most

Chapter 3: Research Design, Methodology and Methods
127

likely to yield interesting responses” (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009, p.90). It is clear
from this description that the personal context of the researcher is a key influence on the
research topic and on the approach taken to the study. Clark and Ivankova (2015) agree
that the MMR practice is shaped by who you are as a researcher. In addition to your
philosophical assumptions and theoretical models the researcher’s background
knowledge is important. While the role of background knowledge is recognised in the
literature (Greene, 2008; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009), Clark and Ivankova note that
researchers’ background knowledge is often not captured in research reports. However,
when researchers are interviewed about their MMR the importance of their personal
background in their choice and approach to their research is obvious (Leech, 2010;
Bryman, 2015).
My background knowledge in ER, as presented in Chapter 1 (section 1.2.3), comes firstly
from a number of CPD modules that I completed. Secondly, my personal experience as
both a medical scientist and an educator informed the research issue for me and played a
role in the approach I deemed appropriate to answer my research questions (sections 1.2.3
and 1.3). I have always been interested in ‘applied’ research, finding a solution to the
problem is a keen interest of mine as such using a MM approach within the pragmatic
paradigm was natural for me.
For me, the research aim and objectives were at the centre of all decisions made in my
study. When designing the tools to be used, when analysing the data and presenting my
findings I was always guided by my aim and objectives. I have applied the scientific
rigour of a natural scientist to my ER study, as outlined in section 3.8.
3.6.3 Methods of data collection
Referring to the definition of MMR from Johnson’s distillation (2007), MMR is the
mixing of methods of ‘data collection, analysis and inference’. As the MMR study carried
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out here had a number of objectives (section 1.3) that required the collection of both
quantitative and qualitative data, the tools used to collect are a mixture of what
traditionally would be described as quantitative and qualitative methods. Also, within the
actual methods a mixture of data is collected, i.e. both numerical and narrative data. For
a pragmatic researcher, the research question is central to the methodology and to the
methods used and, as this is the stance adopted in this study, it is appropriate that both
Quan-Qual methods be used. Reviewing the research objectives there are questions that
can be answered and quantified (is PA used in the programmes?) but to get a deeper
understanding for some objectives (What are students’ experiences and opinions of
assessment and feedback) more qualitative data is required. The following section
discusses the methods used in this research study.
Study participants
The study population and details of the participants has been presented in Chapter 1
(section 1.4.1) and tabulated in Table 1. Staff and students of the three programmes that
educate medical scientists in the RoI were all invited to participate in the study as outlined
in section 3.8 of this chapter.
3.6.4 Survey using Questionnaire
A survey is a methodology that can be used to capture data at a specific point in time and
which can allow description of the nature of current situations (Cohen et al., 2018, p.470).
Questionnaires are often used as part of a survey information and using an online method
of collection has grown in recent years, as was the case in surveying the staff and students
for this study (Bryman, 2015; Cohen et al., 2018).
Questionnaires can have a number of benefits to a researcher. They are often associated
with the collection of quantitative data that can be collected without the presence of the
researcher, therefore may allow the collection of objective data (Cohen et al., 2018).
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Questionnaires allow for self-reporting of participants attitudes, opinions or experiences
(Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). The design of the questionnaire can be such as to collect
both numerical data and also data of a more qualitative nature by using a mixture of open
and closed questions. Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) outline a number of quantitative
response formats that can be used in a questionnaire such as the use of Likert scales,
checklists, multiple choice questions, and rank orders. The qualitative formats are more
likely to be broad open questions where respondents can offer their own views. In the
design of the questionnaire it is crucial to be aware of the study participants and to ensure
that the questions are written with them in mind and with an awareness of how the data
is to be analysed. Linking the questions to the research question and documenting a
rationale for the questions supports the relevance of the data being collected (Creswell,
2006). The use of open ended questions in a questionnaire allows the participants to fully
own the data being provided; however, it is important that the questions are clearly written
so the respondents are aware of the type of information being requested (Cohen et al.,
2018).
In this present study, questionnaires were designed and executed using an online tool as
described in Section 3.8. Online questionnaires offer a number of advantages such as
speed of delivery, convenience to the respondents, ease of completion and flexibility in
design (Evans and Mathur, 2005; Wright, 2005). There are of course some challenges
associated with this method, and in the design the researcher should be aware of
requirements that respondents must have to complete the questionnaire. The security and
privacy of the data entered is of paramount importance and must be planned for as part
of the research ethics application (see section 3.9). Another issue is that respondents may
abandon or not complete the questionnaire, and so the design must be such that questions
are easy to understand and respond to and that the time allowance is not overly
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demanding. Emailing to specific individuals can allow easy distribution of the
questionnaire to the purposeful sample. The inclusion of a cover email and a way of
recording consent is included within the plan of using this tool (Bryman, 2015).
3.6.5 Interviews
The interview is a widely used tool in qualitative research and is described as a social
interpersonal encounter generally between an interviewer (researcher) and study
participant (interviewee) (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009; Cohen et al., 2018). This can be
a powerful method, allowing for interaction between the researcher and participant,
offering the participants (interviewee) the opportunity to express their opinions,
experiences or motivations, and allowing for a more in-depth exploration by the
researcher (interviewer) of topics discussed (Cohen et al., 2018). Cohen et al. (2018,
p.507) refer to how Walford (2001, p.90) describes the process of where ‘interviewers
and interviewees co-construct the interview’, which they warn is to be seen as a social
encounter and not just a data gathering exercise. Although a researcher may endeavour to
have a systematic and objective approach to an interview, as described by Cohen,
Cicourel (1964), stated that there are a number of unavoidable features that mean that
each interview will vary, as do all interpersonal transactions. Thus, the researcher must
be prepared for, and aware of, this (cited in Cohen et al., 2018, p.507).
There are numerous formats that an interview may take and, in general, the format chosen
is related to the purpose of the interview. The use of closed questions only in an interview
allow for a quantitative approach to the analysis of the data (Cohen et al., 2018).
Interviews with closed only questions will elicit very little in relation to the depth of
information and have more of a role in quantitative studies. The use of more open ended
questions in qualitative allows the interviewee to reflect on and express deeper opinions,
experiences, or motivations. The interviewer plays a role in directing and developing this,
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leading to the constructive nature of the data collected from the interview. Patton (2002)
described three types of open ended interviews, ranging from least structured (informal
conversational guide approach), to more structured (general interview guide approach)
and most structured (standardised open-ended interview). Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009)
refer to how Patton does not advocate the use of closed fixed responses interviews, as
they do not allow the interviewee to express their own understanding and ends up forcing
the responses to align more to the researcher’s own categories. Qualitative interviews
generally includes 3 types of questions: main questions, probing questions to clarify, and
follow-up questions (Rubin and Rubin, 2011). Researchers often open the interview with
informal strategies to establish a relationship between the interviewer and interviewee, as
this often helps to put the interviewee at ease (Mertens, 2014, p.384).
The use of interviews in a MM study allows the interviewer to collect both quantitative
and qualitative data, where the analysis of the data generated may also be mixed. When
adopting a MM interview approach, the interviews are designed to contain a mixture of
open and closed questions, with the closed questions allowing for easy categorisation of
the data and the open questions being the ‘probes’ to develop a deeper set of data relating
to the questions, offering an explanation perhaps of the quantitative data. Teddlie and
Tashakkori (2009) maintain that this allows reflection of the totality of the experiences of
the study participants.
In the process of designing an interview, there are a number of points that the researcher
musts be aware of / or key decisions that must be taken. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009),
and Rubin and Rubin (2011) outline the steps involved in an interview which are similar
to the seven stages of interview inquiry as described by Creswell (2006). The cycle of an
interview as a data collection method starts with conception, research design, carrying
out the interview, transcribing, analysis, and reporting the data. The validity and
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verification of the data are also key. Rubin and Rubin’s (2011) responsive interview
model is similar to the steps described by Creswell (2006) but allows for more flexibility
in the sequence. When using a semi-structured approach to an interview, the interview
must be designed so that the topics are decided in advance; however, the interviewer
decides the sequence and wording of the questions during the interview. Kvale and
Brinkmann (2009) advocate the use of an interview guide. In an interview guide the
researcher documents the questions to be asked, ensuring that they are aligned to their
specific research aims and objectives. It is also important that the interview questions are
written using vocabulary that is familiar to the interviewees (Creswell, 2006). Creswell
also suggests that the interview questions and procedure be refined through the use of a
pilot test. It is important that the venue and time for an interview are convenient to the
participant and should be arranged beforehand (Creswell, 2006; (Cohen et al., 2018)).
Using a semi structured approach, the researcher (interviewer) can respond to the
interviewee and alter the sequence and wording of the questions to be asked if needed.
Thus, together, the interviewer and interviewee construct the interview (McGrath et al.,
2019). This is the format that was used in the interviews carried out as part of this present
study.
For this study, I initially drafted an outline of the interview with the specific objectives in
mind. Once the initial plan was drafted, a pilot interview was carried out. One of my
medical science academic colleagues volunteered to participate in a pilot interview. The
pilot interview was carried out, as outlined in section 3.8.2, and feedback was given by
the interviewee. There were no major issues with the interview, so no revisions were
necessary; the data from the pilot interview was included in the main data collection of
the study.
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3.6.6 Documentation Analysis
Data that is included in any research study can be described as being either primary or
secondary in nature (Cohen, 2018); primary data being generated or collected by the
researcher, with secondary data usually generated by others and which is freely available.
This source of data can take many forms such as, newspapers, public records, and
journals. There are a number of advantages to the use of this data such as reduced cost
and time, access to high quality data, and opportunity for comparison studies (Bryman,
2015). Secondary data sources can often be used to support the primary data in a study or
can provide rationale for research design. In addition to the primary data collected, as
described in section 3.8, there were also some secondary data sources used in this study.
Review of the module descriptors for the programmes involved was used in both the
exploratory and main stages of the research. The HE institutes’ policies in relation to
assessment were also reviewed, as were the professional and state registration board’s
documentation (details of the analysis of these sources are outlined in section 3.8).
3.7

The Research Design

As has been discussed in the previous sections, the research design process involves
decisions made on philosophical assumptions, the research approach, and methodology,
(Creswell, 2013), illustrated in Figure 19. Cohen et al. (2013) propose that, incorporated
into this decision is the nature of the research question, the personal experiences of the
researcher, and the audience of the research.
As seen in section 3.3, Creswell describes the interplay between worldview stance,
methods, and approaches in the development of a research design. In ER, before we can
get to the centre of the research study - the data collection - there are a number of areas
that need to be reviewed and a decision made as to what is appropriate for the research
study. As described in section 3.5, the philosophical stance of the researcher needs to be
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established. In addition to this, the purpose of the study or the approach to be taken (is it
to develop a theory, to prove a hypothesis or to understand), and which methodological
approach does the researcher need to use to answer the research question, (quantitative,
qualitative or mixed methods?), need to be addressed. The philosophical stance that this
study aligns to is that of the pragmatic paradigm. The inductive approach taken, is
outlined in section 3.4, and the methodological stance is that of MM (section 3.6). This
study can be described as quan-QUAL, as the qualitative data being the predominant data
source. With the research questions and the aim and objectives informing the design, a
mixed methods approach was planned, and the overall project has been divided into four
main stages, as shown below in Figure 21.
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Figure 21 Research Design
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Questionnaire results of staff and students are included as a means of gaining data from
a wide representation of both groups from all three programmes. Both open and closed
ended questions are included in these tools. The opinions and experiences of students and
staff on the programmes collected anonymously allowed a wide and in-depth knowledge
of assessment practice on the programmes to be collected. Interviews with a
representation of staff on the programmes are included as a means of examining deeper
into the pedagogical approach to assessment and to the inclusion of PA in the programme.
Informed by the literature and other developed frameworks (Guerin et al., 2012; Scott,
2013; Jessop and Tomas, 2016) the audit of the documentation analysis is included to
capture the assessment strategies of the programmes, and the variety of assessment
methods, in particular PA, in use, in addition to capturing any specific requirements that
institutes or professional bodies may require.
3.8

Stages of the Research Design

The research design adopted for this study, as outlined in Figure 21, illustrates that the
overall study is divided into four stages. Stage 1, the Exploratory stage, is the initial stage
of the study, following on from this the main data collection phase is labelled as Stage 2.
Stage 3 is the step which encompasses the analysis of the data collected during stage 2.
The final stage, Stage 4, involves the distillation of findings and is where the framework
development occurs.
3.8.1 Stage 1: Exploratory Research
The first stage of this research study was an exploration of one medical science
programme’s approach to assessment, the inclusion of PA in the programme, and an
investigation into the views and opinions of staff and students of the programme. This
stage was carried out during the academic year 2016-2017. The aim of this stage of the
research study was to, firstly, explore one programme’s assessment methodologies.
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Secondly, this stage allowed a critical evaluation and the evolution of the research design
for the main data collection stage of the study. Reflections on the results of the data
collected here were instrumental in the design of the next stage of my study where the
investigation was widened to the three professionally validated programmes in the
Republic of Ireland. The exploratory research also offered the advantage of allowing me
the opportunity to evaluate the tools used and to gain experience in carrying out such
research.
Design of the Exploratory Stage of Research
The design of this stage evolved from engagement with the literature and was an
adaptation of the Transforming the Experience of Students through Assessment (TESTA)
model, as described by Jessop and Tomas (2016) . This systematic review of assessment
in one Medical Science programme was carried out in three steps in a sequential design,
as described by Creswell (2013). The results of each step were used to inform the design
of the next step, as illustrated in Figure 22 below. Initially, the review of the module
descriptors gave an awareness of the visibility of assessment in the programme
documentation. The surveying of staff and students gave an insight into current practice
and documented students’ opinions of their experience of assessment and PA, in
particular.

Chapter 3: Research Design, Methodology and Methods
138

Figure 22 Schematic of exploratory stage design

Exploratory Stage Step 1
The module descriptors for the thirty-two modules that make up this programme were
reviewed. The assessment methods listed were noted and, if PA was mentioned, was
recorded. Note was also taken if the module was assessed by 100% coursework or 100%
final exam.
Exploratory Phase Step 2
Using the data collected in step 1, a brief questionnaire was designed and circulated to all
academic staff involved in the programme (n=17). SurveyMonkeyR was the tool used to
collect anonymous responses. Staff were asked to report on the assessment methods they
employ, and if they use PA in this particular programme. If the staff responded positively
to using PA, they were asked to supply details; a copy of the staff questionnaire from this
step can be reviewed in Appendix D.
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Exploratory Phase Step 3
All students registered on the programme (n=115) were invited to complete an online
anonymous questionnaire using Google Forms (Appendix E). The questionnaire was
designed based on the data collected for the previous two steps with respect to the
assessment methods in use and the assessment practice of the staff. Students were asked
which assessment methods they had experienced, and if they had experienced PA, what
PA activity they had experienced, and then asked to give their opinions of same.
3.8.2 Stage 2: Data collection
Following on from the Exploratory stage of the study, Stage 2 was the main data
collection stage (Figure 23). The design of this stage was influenced by the findings of
Stage 1, a review of the tools used and the analysis of the literature.
In Stage 2, the study was widened out to the three HEIs in the RoI that deliver
undergraduate programmes for entry into the medical science profession (section 1.2.2).
All staff and students involved in the three programmes were invited to complete an
online anonymous questionnaire. Academic staff were invited to participate in a semistructured interview and Heads of Department in the three HEIs were also invited to
participate in semi-structured interviews. The documentation for each of the programmes
were analysed. The data collection for this stage was carried out concurrently with the
analysis of the data taking place after all data collection had occurred. Figure 3 illustrates
the data collection methods and their alignment with the objectives and sub-objectives of
the study (Section 1.4). In the next section of this chapter, I present the specific details of
the four main data collection methods utilised.
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Figure 23 Overview of Stage 2 of Research Design
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Student questionnaire
As described in Chapter 1, one of the objectives of this research study is to establish the
views and experiences of students on these programmes with respect to assessment. There
were three sub-objectives related to this objective, as presented in Figure 23.
In order to meet these sub-objectives, I designed an anonymous online questionnaire. The
questions that made up this questionnaire were a result of the review of the exploratory
stage of the research, in line with my analysis of the literature and aligned to the objectives
of the research study (Figure 23). A copy of the questionnaire can be seen in Appendix
F. Both quantitative and qualitative data was collected. Students were asked to report on
their preference of assessment methods and to explain their choice; to express their
preference for the type of feedback and offer an explanation as to why. Students’
experience and opinions of PA were also sought, and there are some questions to gain an
insight into students’ literacy in the ‘language’ of assessment. Following ethical approval,
this data was collected in semester two of academic year 2017/2018. Semester two was
chosen for the data collection to take place so that by this point in the academic year
students have been exposed to various assessment methodologies (similar to the ISSE).
This timing is particularly important for first year students that are new to third level
education.
Following the initial drafting of the questionnaire six current students and two past
students from my HEI volunteered to trial the questionnaire and to offer feedback.
Students were asked to give feedback on the questions being asked – were the questions
clear, how long it took them to complete the questions, and if they thought there were
any omissions. Based on the feedback, I made a minor change, whereby there was an
assessment method omitted (interview). There were no issues reported with the actual
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questions or the time taken to complete. The responses to the trial of the tool were not
included in the data analysis.
A staff member in each HEI agreed to distribute the questionnaire to all registered
students on the Medical/Biomedical Science Level 8 programme. I was conscious that
due to my position in one of the HEIs that some students could feel pressured or
uncomfortable regarding participation. In order to avoid this, all students in the three
institutes received the same communications and in the same manner.
Staff questionnaire
With respect to the academics on these programmes, there were a number of subobjectives that were relevant. Firstly, to meet these sub-objectives I designed an
anonymous online questionnaire. Figure 23 illustrates the sub-objectives that the staff
questionnaire was aligned to. The questions that comprise this questionnaire were a result
of the review of the exploratory stage of the research, in line with my analysis of the
literature (Chapter 2) and aligned to the objectives of the research study (Figure 23). A
copy of the staff questionnaire can be viewed in Appendix G.
The questionnaire opened with some general demographical questions, length of time in
education of medical scientists, main discipline area on the programme, and if they have
a qualification in TLA. Academics were asked to report on the assessment methods they
currently use and if they use PA in this programme. If staff answered positively to using
PA, the questionnaire continued to determine how, and at what stage of the programme,
they used PA, and their reasons for choosing PA. What the academics viewed as the
advantages and disadvantages of PA are also sought. If PA is used summatively or
formatively only was also investigated. The questionnaire concluded with some general
questions on institutional approaches to assessment. If a questionnaire respondent was
interested in participating in an interview as part of this study, they were asked to enter
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their email address at the end of the questionnaire. This information was noted on
completion and removed from the other responses of the staff member prior to any
analysis of data, thus ensuring all responses were kept anonymous.
As part of the development process of the questionnaire following my own reviews and
edits five academic staff members trialled the questionnaire and gave feedback. Apart
from some typographical errors, there were no major issues noted, so I did not make any
changes prior to distribution of the questionnaire to staff. The responses to the trial of the
tool were not included in the data analysis.
Once ethical approval was confirmed, all staff that deliver modules on the three medical
science undergraduate programmes in the RoI were contacted directly via email (n= 80)
and invited to complete the questionnaire.
Staff and management interviews
The third strand to the research design in Stage 3 - the interview of both academic staff
and Heads of Department (HoD) for the three HEIs that deliver medical science
undergraduate programmes in the RoI. Figure 23 illustrates the sub-objectives that the
interviews were aligned to
Ten academic staff that completed the questionnaire volunteered to participate in an
interview. Three HoDs/senior managers were contacted individually and invited to
participate. Purposeful sampling is widely used in qualitative research and allows a deeper
analysis of the area under investigation (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). With the aim
and objectives of the research study in mind, the semi-structured interviews were
designed to investigate how these academics approach assessment and feedback and their
opinions and experiences of PA. The interviews also served to establish if there is a
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programmatic approach to assessment and allow a deeper investigation into the HEI’s
approach and policies that are in place in supporting assessment and feedback practice.
As outlined in section 3.6.5, after I generated my interview plan (Appendix H) I ran a
pilot interview. This pilot interview ran well and the format did not change for the
remaining interviews.
The interviews all took place from May – June 2018. Following an explanation as to the
nature of the research, each interviewee signed two copies of the Consent form (Appendix
I). I retained one copy of the consent form and the interviewee retained the other.
At the commencement of the interview, I explained to the interviewee that the interview
was roughly divided into four sections: the opening section included demographical type
questions, followed by questions on assessment and their institutional specific approach
to assessment. Leading on from this were questions related specifically to assessment
practice on their programme and then questions on their own personal practice.
Qualitative interviews by their nature are flexible, allowing deeper questioning in areas
as they may arise. The interviews ran very smoothly and provided a relaxed professional
environment in which staff openly expressed their thoughts on assessment. Two
participants who had volunteered to participate expressed uneasiness that perhaps they
had little to offer. I reassured them that what was of interest to me was their practice and
their opinions, that there was no right or wrong information, and they were more at ease
and the interviews went ahead.
The structure of the interviews was similar for the HoDs and the academic staff, differing
only in that HoDs were not as immersed in assessment practice as full time academic
staff. HoDs were, however, able to supply an overview of their departments and institute
approach to assessment.
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Interviews lasted between 40 and 50 minutes and provided rich qualitative data for
analysis. Each of the interviews were recorded, using an electronic device, and transcribed
verbatim. I reviewed the transcriptions for accuracy initially and a copy of their interview
transcript was sent to each interviewee for their review. Interviewees were requested to
verify the transcript and to contact me if they felt the transcription was in any way
inaccurate. There were no replies received from any participant so the next phase of the
study (the data analysis, chapter 5 and 6) proceeded.
Documentation Analysis
The fourth data collection tool used was the analysis of documentation associated with
the programmes. This secondary data collection involved the review of the module
descriptors for each programme. The institutes’ policies in relation to assessment were
also reviewed, as were the professional and state registration board’s documentation
(Figure 23).
The module descriptors for each programme were reviewed and, using an excel
spreadsheet, details of assessment in each module was recorded. The breakdown between
final exam and use of continuous assessment was noted. If specific details of assessment
schedule or weighting was given, this was documented. The inclusion of PA was also
recorded.
Initially, this research was carried out immediately after the exploratory stage in 2016,
however, as there was a delay with the start of stage 2 the exercise was repeated in 2019.
The reason for the repeat review was because I was aware that some of the programmes
had undergone programmatic review and I was therefore concerned that there may have
been changes in assessment strategy relevant to my study (see chapter 5).
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The module descriptors were accessed in the differing ways. For my own HEI, there was
no issue with access to the documentation through my HEI system. For the two other
HEIs, access to the descriptors was gained by contacting the programme directors. They
confirmed that the module descriptors available on their websites were accurate; one of
these institutes also supplied an electronic copy of their module descriptors to me.
The HEIs’ policy on assessment were reviewed. Any specific guidelines on assessment
methods to be used or on the strategies than can / cannot be employed was documented.
In addition to this, the state registrations body (CORU) documentation and that of the
professional body (ACSLM) were reviewed so as to ascertain their requirements (if any)
on assessment in these programmes.
3.8.3 Stage 3: Data Analysis
As a mixed methods approach was taken in the methodology, so too was a mixed methods
approach used in the analysis of the data collected during Stage 2 of the research. Data
analysis was carried out using the NVivo software and Microsoft Excel online. As
described in the research design section (section 3.7), this study can be described as quanQUAL, with the qualitative data being the predominant data source. The approach to the
analysis of the data was reflexive and systematic. At all times, I was very aware of the
importance of being objective and while adopting an interpretivist approach cognisant
that my values and philosophical assumptions underpinning the study contribute to the
approach to the analysis also (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Clark and Ivankova,
2015). NVivo, a qualitative data analysis package, was used exclusively for organisation,
visualisation and analysis of the qualitative data. Detailed discussion on the analysis of
the data can be found in Chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis.
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3.8.4 Stage 4: Framework Development
The final stage of the study involved a synthesis of the literature in the area of assessment
and PA (chapter 2) and the empirical data collected as part of this study (Chapters 5 and
6) to lead to the development of an original framework for the inclusion of PA. The
empirical data presented in chapters 5 and 6 provides a comprehensive picture of current
assessment practice within Irish medical science undergraduate education and adds to the
knowledge of assessment in Irish HE context. A distillation of the key properties of PA
identified from the literature analysis (section 2.8) in light of the findings presented in
chapters 5 and 6 resulted in the development of an original framework, the PPAF.
Chapter 7 outlines this process and also presents a model for the adaption of this
framework by academic staff to support the inclusion of PA as part of their assessment
strategy.
3.9

Ethical Considerations

As with all research, it is important that the ethical framework be considered and an
appropriate system is put in place prior to the commencement of a research study (Cohen,
2018). This research study includes academics and students in the Medical Science
education area in the RoI. Information was gathered on their experiences and opinions of
assessment in the area. It is important that this data is collected, analysed and reported in
a professional and ethical manner. This research study was designed in line with the
institutes’ internal ethical guidelines and also the British Education Research Association
(BERA) revised guidelines (2011 and 2018). Ethical approval was received separately for
the exploratory stage and the main data collection stage of the study from the Research
Ethics Committee (REC) in TU Dublin. Further details on the research ethics applications
submitted can be reviewed in Appendix J.

Chapter 3: Research Design, Methodology and Methods
148

Ethical standards for research are well documented and are there to ensure that not only
is the researcher focused on finding credible answers to their research questions but in
doing so the well-being of the participants is protected (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009).
Cohen et al. (2018, p.111) lists a number of issues in relation to ethics in educational
research. This list includes issues such as informed consent, confidentiality and
anonymity, responsibilities, gaining access, power relations, data security and value
positions in data interpretation. Each of these issues raises a number of questions and
there are generally not straightforward answers. The REC in any HEI plays a role in
ensuring that the researcher prior to commencement of their study have considered the
ethical issues related to their study and have made provisions to minimize if not totally
remove their effect. The major ethical considerations in relation to this research are
presented below. While reference has been made to these, as part of the research design
process, presented below is how I approached these issues in the context of my research
study.
3.9.1 Informed consent
Informed consent is described by Diener and Crandall (1978) in Cohen et al. (2018,
p.122) as the procedures for individuals to decide whether to participate in a study once
they have been told what it is about and is required of them. The detail required and the
importance of informed consent is directly proportional to any risks involved by
participating in a study (Cohen et al., 2018). The risk to the participants for this research
study is low, as the aim and objectives are to gain an understanding of the opinions and
experiences of the participants, thus no sensitive information is being requested to be
disclosed. To ‘inform’ participants of the nature and purpose of the study an Information
Sheet was generated. This information sheet was circulated to all individuals when they
were being invited to participate in the research study. A consent form (Appendix I) was
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generated for interview participants to review and sign prior to commencement of the
interview. As per the institute’s REC guidelines the first question in the questionnaires
was a record of consent to participate and to have the data included in the study.
3.9.2 Confidentiality and anonymity
It is of paramount importance that all data generated as part of any research study is
confidential. Participants need to be assured that the data they share will be dealt with in
such a way as to maintain their anonymity. To ensure this was the case, the approach
taken in this study is as follows: all questionnaires were collected anonymously through
the software tools utilised. For any staff that submitted contact details at the end of their
questionnaire this information was noted and removed from the responses of the staff
member prior to any analysis of data. As part of the consent form and during the
discussions prior to the interview staff were explained that all data will be stored
encrypted and securely. Each interview participant was assigned a unique code, known
only to me, from therein they were referred to by code, not by name.
3.9.3 Power relationships
Ethical considerations are evident in all aspects of a research study. An important aspect
in the endeavour to ensure that the data collected is acceptable is to recognise the role of
relationships in the research, in particular the role that these relationships could play in
the participation or in the responses given as part of data collection (Moriña, 2020).
Student / Staff relationship
I am very aware of the relationship that I have with some of the students in the study as I
am part of their programme team. In order to ensure that all student participants
voluntarily agreed to take part in the study I communicated with the students of all three
HEIs in the very same way. I never discussed my research study with the students in my
HEI and I never approached students individually or collectively to encourage
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participation. All communication with students was via email as described in section
3.8.2.
Academic staff relationships
The medical science community is a relatively small community in the RoI and the
academics in the three HEIs are known to each other. I am very aware of this and in order
to ensure that all participants engaged voluntarily with the research all communication
was maintained at a professional level through email, post or telephone. Academic staff
were emailed individually and the information sheet was attached, this allowed staff time
to consider their participation. With respect to the staff that had volunteered to be
interviewed, they were written to individually. Staff had time to digest this information
prior to arranging a date and time for interview. Before the interview started, I clearly
outlined the aim and objectives of the study. Following review of the consent form and if
staff agreed to participate, the form was signed and the interview took place. During the
interview, I maintained a professional and objective approach. I paid close attention to
ensure that the interviewees did not feel judged in any way. Prior to the start of their
interviews two participants expressed concern as to the ‘value’ of their participation
however once I had explained the purpose of the interview they were happy to proceed. I
also sent each interviewee a copy of the transcript of their interview for their review prior
to inclusion of their data into the study. All participants were assigned a unique code and
not referred to by name.
3.9.4 Data Protection
In May 2018, the European General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) directive was
enacted into law in Ireland (Data Protection Act, 2018). This law outlines procedures for
the processing of personal data. In relation to research the processing and storage of
personal data is a fundamental ethical consideration. All data must be stored so as to
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protect unauthorised access. The various electronic data sources in this study were all
stored on password protected PC/laptop in encrypted format. The recordings of the
interviews were transferred from the electronic device (Sony bloggie / Samsung tablet)
to my PC and subsequently deleted from the devices. Electronic files are stored securely.
Hard copies of the consent forms are stored securely in my office.
3.10 Conclusions drawn from Chapter 3
Carrying out research in the educational environment can be complex and it is important
that prior to the start of a study, time is spent ensuring that the design is appropriate. This
decision is not straightforward and for the novice researcher there are challenges with the
language and the pluralism in the terminology seen in the literature. The researcher should
consider each of the three strands, as illustrated in Figure 21, to inform their research
design: the research approach, the philosophical assumptions and the methodology. This
chapter has presented that following a critical review of the literature this research study
is situated aligned to the pragmatic paradigm, using an inductive approach with mixed
methodology.
Pragmatic researchers design studies with the research question at the centre and choose
a methodological stance that allows the gathering of data suitable to answer the research
questions. For this study in order to be able to collect data that allowed the research
questions presented in chapter 1 (section 1.3) be answered, a mixed method approach was
taken. Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) outline how the research question(s) play a role in
the decision of the methods to be used and as such the use of MM aligns with the
pragmatic paradigm. MMR is more than the mixing of quantitative and qualitative
methods and there are numerous ways of classifying MMR.
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The methods of data collection (section 3.6.3) used in this study (questionnaires,
interviews, and documentation analysis) were chosen to allow attainment of the research
objectives and sub-objectives. I developed the methods aligned to the relevant research
objectives and sub-objectives.
The research design presented in section 3.7 and illustrated in Figure 21 demonstrates
how this study is divided into four stages. The exploratory stage (Stage 1) was an
exploration of one programme’s assessment methodologies. This stage which allowed a
critical evaluation and the evolution of the research design for the main data collection
stage of the study is presented in chapter 4 of this thesis. I discuss Stages 2 and 3, the data
collection and analysis stages in chapters 5 and 6. Following the data collection and data
analysis, the final stage was the development of a framework for the inclusion of PA in
medical science undergraduate education programmes in the RoI; this is presented in
Chapter 7.
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EXPLORATORY RESEARCH - STAGE
ONE

4.1

Introduction to Chapter 4

The first stage of this research study, as outlined in Figure 21, was an exploration of one
Medical Science programme’s approach to assessment, the inclusion of peer assessment
(PA) in the programme, and an investigation into the opinions and experiences of staff
and students of the programme. This stage was carried out during 2016. As outlined in
Chapter 3, the main aim of this stage of the research study was to explore one
programme’s assessment methodologies, to allow a critical evaluation and the evolution
of the research design for the main data collection stage of the study. Reflections on the
results of the data collected here were instrumental in the design of the next stage of the
study, where the investigation was widened to the three professionally validated
programmes in the RoI (Chapter 5). As the aim of this study is to develop a framework
for the inclusion of peer assessment in the undergraduate education of medical scientists,
this exploratory study serves to establish initially the current assessment practice and
experiences of the students and staff on one programme. This exploratory research stage
also allowed me to evaluate the tools used and to gain experience in carrying out such
research.
This chapter opens with an introduction to the design of the exploratory stage of the
research. The findings from each step of this research are then presented, followed by an
analysis and discussion of the main findings. The chapter then closes with a section on
the conclusions drawn from this exploratory research and a link to the next chapter that
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contains the main findings from the main data collection stages of the research study
(Stage 2 in Figure 21).
4.2

Stage 1 – Exploratory Research Design

The exploratory stage (Stage 1) was the first stage of the research study to be carried out
during 2016. Ethical approval was received from the Research Ethics Committee (Ref.
15-113, Appendix J). The design of this stage is described in section 3.8, and utilised what
Creswell (2013) described as a sequential design; the results of each step were used to
inform the design of the next.
Step 1: The audit of the module descriptors (n=32) involved recording the assessment
methods listed for the programme. Note was taken if there was mention of PA and if the
module was assessed by 100% coursework or 100% final exam. The latter data illustrates
the programmes overall approach to assessment and if traditional summative assessment
prevails. For the majority of modules, the actual assessment methods used were not
detailed, a statement similar to the following is included in the document: “Mixed
assessment methods will be used that may include…” this is then followed by a number
of possible assessment methods. As the actual assessment method is unknown, this was
recorded as Unspecified ( Figure 24).
Step 2: To gain an insight into current assessment practice, a questionnaire was devised
and distributed to all academic staff (n=17) involved in the delivery of the programme.
Responses (n=13) were collected anonymously using SurveyMonkeyR. The questionnaire
consisted of questions on the length of time delivering modules on this programme, the
number of modules staff deliver, the assessment methods they employ and whether or not
they use peer assessment. If using PA staff were further asked to give details of their PA
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activity; how they use it and in what year of the programme it is used. A copy of the staff
questionnaire can be reviewed in Appendix D.
Step 3: Following Step 2, all students registered on the programme (n=115) were invited
to complete an online anonymous questionnaire using Google Forms (see Appendix E).
The findings from Steps 1 and 2 were used in the design of this questionnaire. Students
were asked what assessment methods they had experienced (informed by the staff
responses to the assessment methods they use). Students responded to further questions
e.g. if they had experienced PA, what specific PA activity they had experienced and asked
to give their opinions of same. Quantitative data was also collected to capture students’
experiences of feedback and their awareness of some of the terms associated with
assessment. In total, 79 students responded to the questionnaire.
4.2.1 Findings from Exploratory Research
The following is a distillation of the main findings from each step of the exploratory stage
of the research.
Findings from Step 1- Review of Module Descriptors.
The total number of modules reviewed was 32, assessment methods detailed in the
descriptors were noted and the evidence of PA documented. It was also recorded if the
module was assessed by final exam only or by continuous assessment only. The review
of this programmes’ module descriptors demonstrated a wide range of assessment tools
in use with specific emphasis on practical skills and knowledge assessment. There is,
however, a lack of transparency in the documentation reviewed regarding the details of
assessment methods in use. Figure 24 is a representation of the methods of assessment
visible in the module descriptors for this programme.
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Assessment methods visible in module descriptors
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Figure 24 Assessment methods visible in Module descriptors (* exact methods not
listed, a range of potential methods are included)

There is a strong emphasis on laboratory reports as an assessment tool and on the
assessment of practical skills and knowledge. This review showed that it is difficult from
the documentation to know exactly what assessment methods are actually being used, for
the majority of the modules it is obvious that there is a broad range of assessment methods
available for use but details of use are not given. The documentation audit did not reveal
any mention of PA. There is no module assessed by final exam only, and 2 (6%) of the
modules are assessed 100% by coursework, meaning that 94% of module have the
traditional final exam as part of the assessment strategy.
Findings from Step 2 – Academic Staff Questionnaire
Of the 17 academic staff involved in the programme, 13 completed questionnaires were
received, representing a response rate of 76%; all survey responses were included in the
analysis. The majority of the respondents (77%) had greater than six years’ experience in
the education of medical scientists and 30% of respondents are involved in the delivery
of five or more modules in the programme, demonstrating a wide variety of experience
and depth of involvement in the programme. Staff on the programme were asked to
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indicate the assessment methods they use, if they use PA and if so at what year of the
programme. A brief description on the PA activity was requested and staff were also
asked if their PA activity was a summative assessment or a formative assessment.
The assessment methods identified by these academics are displayed below in Figure 25.

Frequency of Assessment Methods in use as indicated
by programme staff
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Figure 25 Assessment method employed in the programme as indicated by staff.

Similar to the module documentation review, the questionnaire revealed that there is
strong emphasis on the assessment of the skills and knowledge relating to practical
aspects of the programme, with report writing, case studies, and problem sheets among
the most frequent methods listed. ‘Short answer questions’ is the assessment method used
by 92% of the academics surveyed, presentations and MCQ assessment methods are also
frequently used.
There appears to be broad variety of assessment methods in use and, in contrast with the
documentation, 61% of the staff survey respondents use PA in their modules. The use of
PA varies as to the year of study it is employed in and how it is applied. The questionnaire
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demonstrated use of PA in more than 1 year of the programme by 44%, with 22% using
PA with first year students only. The respondents implement PA in a number of different
ways; students peer assess posters, presentations, group work and maths problem sheets.
The role of PA in generating and receiving feedback was used in the description of PA
activity by some staff members, as evidenced by this quote from the questionnaire
“…peers receive the benefit of deciding on assessment mark and presenters benefit from
peer comments as well as those from lecturer. All students get to see where their skill
point is at from both a peer and lecturer standpoint.” Some staff members did describe
their PA as a summative “…have students work on maths journal sheets, I require them
to peer assess every two to three weeks in their journal/tutorial group. I input this mark
into Moodle using the Moodle grading rubric so they get feedback...”. Students’
awareness of assessment criteria and the preparation and training that students undergo
prior to the activity is not currently known and will be an area for further investigation.
Findings from Step 3 - Student Questionnaire.
There were 79 completed questionnaires from the 115 students registered on the
programme, which represents a response rate of 68% and all questionnaire responses were
included in the analysis. There was a relatively equal distribution of responses from the 4
years of the programme, with the percentage of respondents for each year as follows year one 22%; year two 25%; year three 29% and year four 24%.
Similar to the academic staff responses, there is evidence of variety in the assessment
methods experienced by students, as illustrated in Figure 26 below.
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Assessment methods experienced by students on
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Figure 26 Assessment methods and percentage of students indicating having
experienced this method.
Students also responded to a number of closed questions on assessment and feedback. Of
the 79 responses received, 44 (56%) students answered that they ‘sometimes’ receive
feedback on assessments, 34(43%) ‘always’ receive feedback, and 1 student answered
that they ‘never’ receive feedback. When asked, ‘Do you find feedback useful?’, 75
students responded positively. Students, overall, look at the mark they have received for
an assessment prior to engaging with any feedback comments, as illustrated below in
Figure 27.

Figure 27 Student responses as to how they engage with feedback.
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Thirty-six (46%) students agreed that they use feedback between modules, with the same
number (36) stating that they do this ‘sometimes’. However, 6 (8%) students never use
feedback from assessments in one module for assessment in other modules. Students were
asked if they knew what formative and summative assessment are: 64 (82%, n = 78)
answered ‘No’, 53/79 students stated that they are unsure or do not know what is meant
by ‘assessment criteria’. Of the 24 responses to the question explaining what assessment
criteria means, there was reference made that assessment criteria is what you ‘need to
know’ for the assessment, how marks are achieved and a couple of responses referring to
learning outcomes ‘It's related to the learning objectives, and what you should understand
from the lecture/lab and what you can be assessed on’.
When asked if they had carried out a PA activity, 96% (76, n =79) of the students that
responded indicated that they had experienced PA. The PA activities as described by
students included maths problem sheets, presentations, laboratory reports, group work,
and posters, similar to the staff responses. Students reported positively that PA allowed
them to see other’s work and to view different ways of approaching an assignment, and
that peer feedback can be more relevant than that of the lecturer and that it made them
work harder as peers were reviewing the work. The student responses indicated
engagement with the PA activity, “Makes you think more critically about your own work”
and demonstrated evidence of the learning benefits of PA: “You're able to learn from
your peers especially by seeing the approach that they take on a lab report” “It's often
easier to understand what could have been done better”.
Some PA activities required students to assign a mark and there is evidence that some
students found this challenging, “I struggle with critiquing other people's work. It can be
subjective and I find it hard to mark people down.”
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Others felt it could be a popularity contest, and that they find it tough to assess: “Could
be seen as a popularity contest. It is difficult to assess friends.” If the PA activity was
anonymous, this difficulty could be overcome; however, this may be more difficult to do
for some formats of PA than others e.g. marking of Maths problem sheets as used by one
staff member.
In relation to peer feedback, 72% (55, n=76) of students stated that they found the
feedback they received from peers useful and that the feedback would have a feedforward
effect: “It helped me for future assignments as it gave me things to work on.”
However, a minority of students did express negative comments, in particular relating to
the marking of peer work: “I’m not qualified to grade anyone’s work.” This demonstrates
a lack of confidence in their own or their peers’ ability to assess and give feedback: “I
learn more from a teacher than from a student.”
These sections have presented the main findings from the 3 steps in the exploratory
research stage of the study. The following section presents an analysis and discussion as
to the significance of these findings.
4.3

Analysis of the Exploratory Research Findings.

In this section, I present an analysis of the above findings in line with the literature. Areas
that warrant further study in the next stage of the research study are discussed and some
recommendations for the programme noted.
The review of the module descriptors in Step 1 demonstrated the availability of a
comprehensive variety of assessment methodologies, however, the documentation
demonstrated limited information on the application of these assessment methods. In
general, the information in the documentation lacks detail regarding assessment; the type
and the timing of the assessment activities are not obvious. There is also no obvious link
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between assessment methods and specific learning outcomes in these documents. There
are some advantages to this in that the module leader has autonomy in the way they
employ, change and repeat assessment(s) during the delivery of the module, giving scope
to adapt to the needs of each cohort of students (Bloxham and Boyd, 2007). However, as
assessment drives learning and is what students tend to focus on, it would be beneficial
for the programme to have assessments mapped to spread workload and encourage
engagement (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004b; Bryan and Clegg, 2006; Jessop and Tomas,
2016). It is not obvious from the review of the documentation if this is happening,
however. As such, the programme would benefit from a review and standardisation of the
documentation to allow increased transparency in assessment methods.
Jessop et al. (2014) highlights the need for a programmatic focus on assessment, where
assessment is structured so that there is a logical flow. This is also suggested by the QAA
Integrative Assessment, Balancing assessment of and assessment for learning (2007),
stating that, as a student progresses through a programme, the work / assessment should
be cumulative and have a feed forward effect. The National Forum report (National
Forum, 2017b) reiterates the need to have clear and transparent assessment details. The
report states the need to ensure there is a balance established between staff flexibility and
assessment methods being clearly documented. The literature is rich with the theme of
constructive alignment and feed forward assessment, however, the academic discourse on
a holistic and programmatic approach to such assessment strategies in the Irish context,
and in the area of Medical Science specifically is sparse (Rust, 2002; Schuwirth and Van
der Vleuten, 2011).
There was no mention of PA in the documentation reviewed, as was similar to the work
carried out by Guerin et al. (2012). In contrast to 0% mention of PA in the documentation,
Step 2 of this stage of the research showed that 61% of staff respondents stated that they
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use PA in their modules; PA is used in more than year 1 and almost all (96%) of the
student respondents reported they had participated in a PA activity. PA is being more
widely applied than would appear from the module documentation. There is an obvious
gap between the documentation and practice, which was akin to that demonstrated by
Guerin et al. (2012) in their study. This study demonstrates that lecturers are using PA as
an assessment method to enhance student engagement and to develop an awareness of
criteria, although it is not visible in the documentation.
Feedback is often described as the most powerful influence on achievement (Hattie and
Timperley, 2007; Wiliam, 2011; Carless and Boud, 2018). The quantitative data collected
demonstrates that a deeper investigation is warranted as to ascertain the opinions and
experiences of the students in relation to feedback. Students agreed that feedback is
useful, and this present study demonstrates that students engage with feedback to improve
grades. However, the data here does not provide us with information on the mode of
feedback that students experience or on their opinions of the feedback they do receive,
this warrants further investigation (Dawson et al., 2019; Henderson et al., 2019).
As has been discussed in Chapter 2, there are a number of terms that are associated with
assessment in HE. The awareness of stakeholders in the assessment process to these terms
and having a shared understanding of the terms are crucial to the success of any practice.
The design of the student questionnaire simply captured if students knew the meaning of
FA, SA, and Assessment criteria. Similar to feedback this area warrants deeper
investigation for both staff and students (Price et al., 2012).
The students’ opinions of PA were mixed and in line with the literature (Hughes, 2001;
Casey et al., 2011; Mulder et al., 2014; Li et al., 2020). Generally, students liked seeing
the work of others and comparing how their peers approached a particular assignment to
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their own approach. PA was seen as a form of revision, with one student stating that it
“kept me engaged, a change from the norm”, clearly demonstrating engagement with the
activity. Students also made reference to an appreciation for criteria, which is a very
positive outcome “I found it hard to determine the correct score” and “Didn't know how
to mark properly” (Brown, 2004; Gibbs, 2010). Students did also express some negative
comments regarding PA and, in general, they were related to what can best be described
as a lack of self-confidence in reviewing the work of peers, a lack of confidence in peers’
ability to review their work or concern over how peers approach the activity: “might not
be fairly marked” these concerns are also in line with findings reported in the literature
(Sluijsmans et al., 1999; Stepanyan et al., 2009; Adachi et al., 2018b). For PA to be
successful, it is essential that the participants be sufficiently prepared for the task
(Orsmond et al., 2000; Orsmond et al., 2002; Reinholz, 2016).
When describing their PA activity, peer feedback was mentioned by 2 members of staff.
72% of students reported finding peer feedback of use. A deeper discussion into peer
feedback was highlighted as an area that may need to be included in the next stage of this
research.
From the staff questionnaire (Step 2), 62% using PA do so to compare student marks to
those of the academics. This may be a ‘natural’ starting point if we think of assessment
as a tool of measuring what has been learned and is similar to how many published studies
use PA, as discussed in Chapter 2 (section 2.6.3). This application of PA may be more
straightforward in some modules, e.g. maths calculations, than in others. If students are
to supply a mark as part of PA, this can be challenging and requires some ‘tacit’
knowledge and clear understanding of assessment criteria. The literature is rich describing
deficiencies between markers and the limitations of ‘scoring’ work as seen in Chapter 2
(section 2.3.1) (Rust and O'Donovan, 2003a; Bloxham et al., 2011). As previously
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mentioned for the staff that use PA, I wanted to evaluate their reasons for choosing PA
and their experiences of PA. Adding to that it would be of interest to evaluate the approach
that staff take with students before the PA activity and if the students were involved in
establishing the assessment criteria. These factors may influence the significance of
marking differences (Topping, 1998; Orsmond et al., 2000; Li et al., 2015). The next
stage of my study was, therefore, designed to include discussions with staff on the
practical and pedagogical issues associated with assessment and, in particular, PA,
informed by the above findings and the areas highlighted in the literature analysis in
Chapter 2.
4.4

Conclusions drawn for Exploratory Research / Reflections on ER

This chapter reports on Stage 1 of my study, which are the research findings for one
medical science undergraduate programme. These findings served as a foundation for the
main research design into the area of assessment in medical science discipline area in the
RoI. The findings presented here can be used to inform and design the assessment strategy
for this specific programme.
This exploratory study demonstrated that for this programme:
•

The module documentation is lacking in detail and transparency in relation
to the assessment strategy employed,

•

PA is being used by academic members of staff but this is not visible in the
documentation,

•

Although there is a reliance on traditional summative exams, individual
programme members have introduced more formative assessment
methodology, albeit, at module level only,

•

Students have experienced a variety of assessment methods and agree that
feedback can be useful. However, there does appear to be a focus on marks
before feedback,
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•

The terms associated with assessment are not clearly understood by this
cohort of students,

•

Students viewed PA positively and reported peer feedback as useful.

The design of the next stage of the research, where the investigation was widened to the
three professionally validated programmes in the RoI, was informed by the conclusions
above as outlined in chapter 3, section 3.8.2. The objectives of Stage 2 are outlined in
Chapter 1 (section 1.3) and include an investigation to establish the experiences and
opinions of undergraduate medical science students in the RoI with respect to assessment
and feedback. To investigate the assessment practice of academic staff across the three
HEIs, and to establish the approaches of the HEIs to assessment and feedback. A more
qualitative exploration into PA and its application is also warranted.
As explained in Chapter 3, there were two main reasons for carrying out this exploratory
research one was to gather the data on the programme’s approach to assessment, the
results of which were used in the design of the methods for the main collection stage. The
second reason was to gain some experience with the research process and to trial the data
collection tools. By carrying out this exploratory study, I gained experience with the
ethical approval process. The design of the tools and the use of two different questionnaire
tools allowed me to gain experience and to assist in the decision as to which tools to be
used in the next stage of the research. The next chapter presents the findings from the
main data collection stage, the design of which is outlined in Chapter 3 (section 3.8.2).
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RESEARCH FINDINGS FROM MAIN
DATA COLLECTION STAGE (STAGE
TWO AND STAGE THREE)

5.1

Introduction to Chapter 5

Chapter 4 presented the research findings and analysis of the Stage 1 – the exploratory
stage of my research study. Following on from that stage, the overall research design was
completed and the main data collection stage took place, as described in chapter 3, section
3.8.2. In this chapter, the research findings and emerging themes from the main data
collection methods are reported.
As can be seen in Figures 23 and 28, and described in section 3.8.2 of chapter 3, this stage
of the research employed four main research methods: student questionnaire, staff
questionnaire, staff interviews, and documentation analysis. In this chapter, I present the
main findings from each of these data collection methods and the emerging themes from
the analysis of the data collected. The chapter opens with a description of the approach
taken to the analysis of the data, followed by the findings from each method. It then closes
with the conclusions drawn from the analysis presented.
5.2

Approach Taken to Analysis of the Data Collected

This mixed method study, as described in Chapter 3, collected both quantitative and
qualitative data. The quantitative data was analysed using Excel Office 365(Online) and
did not require complex statistical analysis. The qualitative data, which is the predominant
source of the data present in the study, was analysed by carrying out thematic analysis
based on the procedure described by Braun and Clark (2006) with the aid of the software
tool NVivo11.
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My approach to the analysis of the data was mixed and took place in phases. Initially, the
Exploratory stage was carried out, data was collected and analysed, and is reported in
Chapter 4 of this thesis. For the main data collection stage (Stage 2 of the study, Figure
21), the data was gathered concurrently with the analysis performed sequentially after all
data had been collected. In Stage 3 of my study, the data from the student questionnaires,
staff questionnaires, staff interviews, and documentation analysis were individually
analysed, as illustrated in Figure 28 below. The findings and emerging themes from each
of these methods, with respect to the study aim and objectives, are presented in this
chapter (section 5.3).
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Figure 28 Overview of the approach taken to data collection and analysis

The first step in the analysis of the data was the initial analysis (initial coding) of all
qualitative data. Once this step was completed, the focus was widened to review all the
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code generated and the thematic analysis was performed, this is described in Section
3.8.3. The distillation of the complete data set and the conclusions drawn from the
literature, as analysed in Chapter 2 (section 2.8), led to the framework being developed.
They are presented in the next chapters of this thesis.
5.3

Stage 3 Research Findings.

There are a number of objective and sub objectives for this study, outlined in both
Chapters 1 and 3, the methods chosen have been aligned to these objectives, as illustrated
Figure 23. The following section of this chapter presents the findings from each research
method aligned to their research objectives.

5.4

Student Questionnaire

Presented here are the main findings from the student questionnaire. For the three
accredited programmes, the experiences and opinions of the students, with respect to
assessment and feedback, their understanding of terms associated with assessment and
their experience and opinions of peer assessment (PA), are presented.
Students from all three institutes responded to the online questionnaire and, in total, 172
completed responses were received (44% response rate). All responses are included in
the findings presented here. There was an almost equal distribution between the number
of respondents on each of the four years of the programmes (Figure 29). Details of the
study population and participants can be found in Chapter 1, section 1.4.1.
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Figure 29 Breakdown of the distribution of respondents by year of study

Reflective of the demographics of the student population and similar to the gender
breakdown in the profession, 82% of the respondents were female.

5.4.1 Findings from the Student Questionnaire on Assessment and Feedback
Students’ experiences and opinions of assessment
The first section of the questionnaire dealt with the students’ experiences of assessment
and the assessment methods that they may have experienced. Initially, students were
asked to choose the assessment methods they had experienced. As can be seen in Figure
30, a range of assessment methods have been experienced by students.
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Figure 30 The distribution of assessment methods experienced by student
respondents to the questionnaire (n=172)

Using the same list, students were then asked to choose their most and least preferred
assessment method and to explain their reasons for doing so.
Which of these is your MOST preferred method of assessment?
Briefly explain why this is your most preferred assessment method

The results to the questions on which assessment method students most and least prefer
are presented in Table 4 below.

Table 4 The top 5 most and least preferred assessment methods listed by student respondents.

No.
1
2
3
4
5

Most preferred assessment
method (%)n=172
Short Answer Questions (31.4)
Multiple Choice Questions
(22.1)
Essay (9.9)
Quiz (8.7)
Case Study (8.1)

Least preferred assessment
method (%) n=168
Presentations (18.5)
Multiple Choice Questions (17.9)
Group Projects (16.7)
Essay (15.5)
Exam (12.5)
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As can be seen in Table 4, there is an almost equal distribution in % assessment methods
that students least prefer, but the two most preferred assessment methods (Short Answer
Questions (SAQ) and Multiple Choice Questions (MCQ)) are chosen by just over 50% of
respondents. When broken down by year of study, SAQ was chosen by 28%, 32%, 17%,
and 22% of years 1, 2, 3, and 4 students, respectively. However, 34% of respondents that
stated MCQ as their most preferred choice were in the first year of their study. Almost
10% of the students chose Essay as their most preferred assessment, with 82% of these
being year 3 or year 4 students.
The reasons supplied for choosing these methods demonstrated that students referred to
these methods as giving the best opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge and, in
relation to MCQ, students described them as clear and concise. Students like these
assessments, as they see them as the best opportunity to gain marks. The below quotes
are examples of why students liked these assessment methods.
If you study the material the short answer questions are the best possible chance of
maximising marks (SAQ) (ID 85)
Short and concise answers are easier to give while under pressure (SAQ) (ID 162)
Either know the answer or not (MCQ)(ID 52)
It’s quick and easy way to find out if you know the material before the final
exam….find them to be not as stressful as other methods (MCQ)(ID126)

On review of the assessment methods least preferred by students, there was almost equal
distribution between the top 5 (Table 4). The reasons students gave for not liking certain
assessment methods appeared to be associated with the management of the assessment;
for example group projects, and presentations are not liked as the marks achieved can be
influenced by factors other than students’ own knowledge of material. The below quotes
are examples of reasons given for not liking these assessment methods.
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Being good at presenting does not necessarily mean you understand the material
well…(ID 199)
May get marked down for any other persons [sic] fault (ID 118)
Don’t like negative marking (ID 58)
At the end of the questionnaire, there were two open questions asking students ‘what they
like about assessment’ and what they would do if they ‘could change something about
assessment’. Students indicated that assessments encouraged them to study and to engage
with material; “Make you study prior to the final exam, means all the work isn't left to the
last minute(ID 52) and Keeps you engaged with notes/study throughout the year (ID 64)”.

Figure 31 Views of students on the role of assessment

Figure 31 is a demonstration of the quantitative data from students’ responses to
questions on their opinions of the role of assessment. The data shows that in general
students ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ that assessment plays a role in supporting their
learning. In addition, they see the role of assessment in giving information to them and
to the lecturer on the status of their learning.
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Some students would like to see assessments more spaced out and to possibly have
more lower stakes assessment: “Less weighted assessments, like 2% or 3% assessments,
so there's less pressure (ID 38)”. The timing or scheduling of assessment featured very
strongly, with students expressing dissatisfaction with having a number of assessments
in the same week, “I'd like to see lecturers better coordinate together to avoid close
scheduling of assessments(ID 53)”. In some cases, there was difference in opinions,
where the student quoted above wanted lower stakes assessment, which may result in an
increase in the number of assessments while this next comment suggests the opposite:
“Have them less frequently. I feel as though there is some sort of assessment at least
every week which can be very difficult and stressful. There is never a more relaxing
time during the term (ID 54)”. Good communication and clear instructions were
indicated as being important by this student’s comment: “Clear, concise details on
assessment, given deadline long in advance (ID 102)”. A dissatisfaction with the
emphasis on the final examination was also expressed: “More continuous assessments
and less emphasis on final assessment (ID 46 )” and “Reduces pressure on final exam
sitting- can gain marks over time as opposed to one large exam (ID 66)”.
A small minority of students did refer to the role of assessment in demonstrating to
themselves how they are performing. The positive emotions associated with doing well
are also mentioned:
“It allows you to get some satisfaction out of how much work you have put in and
give so an overall measure of where you are at in comparison to others (ID 87)”
“A good mark in an assessment shows how much I've learned (ID43)”.

Students recognise the role of assessment in driving learning but suggest changing the
timing and weighting of some assessments.
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Students’ experiences and opinions of feedback.
The next section of the questionnaire dealt with the students’ experiences of feedback and
their feedback preference. Forty-four students (26% n=172) stated that they Always
receive feedback on their assessments (112 – Sometimes and 16- Never); 135 students
(79% n = 171) answered ‘Yes’ to finding feedback helpful (Figure 32).
Do you find feedback useful?

Figure 32 Student responses to Do you find feedback useful? (n=171)

Figure 33, below, is an illustration of the responses to the following two questions.
How do you receive feedback? (tick all that apply)
Which type of feedback do you prefer to get?
There appears to be a gap between current practice in feedback delivery and how students
would prefer to receive feedback. The use of general feedback or class discussions is
common practice, with 75% (124, n=166) of students receiving this type of feedback.
However, only 19% (33, n =170) prefer this as a feedback mechanism. Students would
prefer to have the opportunity to discuss feedback one to one with staff.
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Current feedback received by students (%, n=166) and
how they would prefer to receive feedback (%, n=170)
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Figure 33 Comparison of the current feedback received by students and the
feedback methods that they would prefer to receive. (Three students replied that
they currently didn’t receive feedback)

Following this, a question was posed to gain an insight into why students preferred this
particular form of feedback.
Can you please briefly explain why you prefer to get this type of feedback?
As demonstrated in Figure 33, written comments are the most preferred feedback delivery
method for these students, some of the reason given for this are:
“You can see exactly what went wrong and what you should have done” (ID 55)
“It's more accurate to me and my work” (ID 69)
“Written comments on the paper are helpful because it is clear what you got
wrong”. (ID 78)
“It feels more personal, more like the lecturer took the time to read and assess the
written work. Its also easier to highlight the areas of feedback on a hard copy” (ID
80)
“It relates to you specifically and private” (ID 206)
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The second most preferred feedback method is one to one discussion. A sample of student
comments on ‘one to one discussion’ feedback is given below
“You can ask direct questions to the lecturer” (ID 71)
“…would prefer this feedback as it would help me to understand the exact thing I
am doing wrong and it would help me bring up problems I feel like I have with the
learning / labs etc”. (ID 89)
“More personalised and individually offers criticism specific to me rather than how
the class got on as a whole” (ID 109)
Of those that responded 56% (96, n=170) use feedback between modules (Figure 34).

Do you ever use the feedback that you received in one module to help with assessment
in other modules?

Figure 34 Responses to question: Do you ever use the feedback that you received in
one module to help with assessments in other modules? (n=170)

When students were asked: Can you explain why feedback is / is not helpful to you?
Students generally referred to feedback as offering a way to improve or see where they
went wrong. Given below are a representation of the student comments on feedback.
“You can see exactly what went wrong and what you should have done” (ID 55).
“Feedback is helpful when constructive, unhelpful when lecturers imply that we
don't know the material enough” (ID 38).
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“Tells me where I went wrong and where I can improve next time” (ID 49)
“Points out where to improve, and how to improve. Also highlights what you did”
well (ID 66).

The qualitative data collected clearly demonstrated that feedback is seen as the
mechanism by which grades can be improved. Students would like feedback to be more
than just the grade and would like the feedback to be clear and applicable to their work.
The students’ understanding of some terms associated with assessment was investigated
in the next section of the questionnaire.
5.4.2 Students’ Understanding of the Terms Associated with Assessment.
When asked to explain the terms associated with assessment, it is very clear that there is
poor assessment literacy in this cohort of students. There was little evidence of
understanding of the terms FA and SA. Students entered ‘don’t know’ ‘unsure’ or didn’t
answer these questions, of those that did submit an answer they generally referred to
formative as ‘continuous assessment’ i.e. assessment throughout the term and summative
as the assessment at the end of term. One student did define formative assessment as “Not
given marks but shows understanding of topic and summative as Marks are given and
cumulative goes towards overall CA mark” (ID 53).
Following this, students were asked if they were familiar with the term assessment
criteria.
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Do you know what is meant by assessment criteria?

Figure 35 Results from the question on Do you know what is meant by assessment
criteria? (n=170)

Just over 50% (90, n=170) of the students answered ‘yes’ to indicate their understanding
of the term assessment criteria (Figure 35). When asked to explain their understanding,
students seemed to think of criteria more in the way of the logistics of the assessment:
“what needs to be done (ID203), what to do to get the marks (ID 40) or what material
being covered” (ID 97). The emphasis on attainment of marks was seen in the following
answer: “What is required to get a certain grade in an assessment” (ID 90). A small
minority of students refer to assessment criteria in relation to demonstration of knowledge
or understanding of the material. “It is how you will be judged when performing an
assessment. How the marks will be allocated(ID 181) or What knowledge is required to
pass the exam” (ID 108).
It is clear that the majority of students link performance in an assessment to the
achievement of marks and there is not a shared understanding of the terms of assessment.
The next section of the questionnaire dealt with PA and the student experiences and
opinions.
5.4.3 Student experiences and opinions of Peer Assessment
When asked if they had experience of PA, 99, n=172 ( 58%) students responded that they
had (a summary of the details of these students can be found in Table 5). As can be seen
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in Table 5 below, there is a difference between the number of students in each institute
that have experienced PA, with Institute A having very low numbers and Institute C’s
students having substantially higher exposure to PA. In this group of students, all four
years of study are represented, with Year 1 having the lowest representation.
Table 5 Demographics of students that have experienced PA

Institute student
registered in

A
B
C

Number of Students that had
experienced PA (total number
of respondents from institute,
%)
3 (59, 5%)
17 (33, 51%)
78 (79, 99%)

Total

98 (1 unanswered)

Year of study
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3
Year 4

Number of students
16
24
26
31

Total

97 (2 unanswered)

In the questionnaire, students that had experienced PA were asked some further questions
to investigate their opinions and experiences of the activity. Initially, students were asked
what the PA activity was and then to explain what they liked about PA and what they did
not like. Students were asked, if they received feedback from their peers, if it was it useful,
and reasons why it was / was not useful.
The format of PA varied from group projects, poster, maths journal, presentations,
laboratory reports, MCQs, and use of PeerWise. Generally, when asked what they liked
about PA, the students that responded referred to the fact that PA allowed them to see
how others approached activities, with quotes such as “Gave me an idea of how others
approach work” (ID 37); “You can observe another approach to the question” (ID 68)
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and also “Was nice to see how other students approached the assignments” (ID 204). One
particular comment was very insightful to the benefits of PA (ID153):
“I liked to see how other people done their work and see where they gained/lost
marks using the marking rubric and it was beneficial for myself for following on
assignments” (ID 188)

Another student’s reason for liking PA was almost identical to Topping’s definition of
PA (1998):
“It provided you with the thoughts of the people who have the same level of
understanding as you, and in the same circumstances as you”. (ID 38)

The role of PA in allowing students develop self-evaluation skills was also seen in the
following comment, “It allowed you to compare your work to the person your
[sic]correcting and see the difference” (ID 56).
Other students liked that PA helped them with their learning, “Helps you to think about
the subject you are writing mcqs for. Helps you better understand the subject” (ID 159);
“We can help each other and it encourages critical thinking and group learning” (ID
123); “Everyone is on the same level and learn from feedback from each other” (ID 64).
The fact that feedback might be received quicker was mentioned by one student as a
reason that they liked PA “May get a result faster as everyone only has one or two things
to correct” (ID 54).
Another reason that students commented positively on PA was that the activity helped
them to gain an appreciation for criteria and that the experience helped them to understand
the marking criteria in use, “I like that it shows that when you lose marks, it's not just the
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lecturer being a tough marker” (ID 191) and this student found it “Difficult to know how
to grade assignments” (ID 204).
In contrast to the comments above, some students did not like being involved in PA and
their reasons were explained in their answers to the next question on the questionnaire:
What did you not like about Peer Assessment? Student buy-in, fairness, and other
students not taking PA seriously were some of the reasons given as seen in the following
quotes.
“It has a reputation of not being taken seriously as its your peers and friends giving
you marks” (ID 80)
“Competitive nature of some students would cause them to mark unfairly” (ID 160)
“It's anonymous, so some peers actively downgrade others for personal reasons or
to bring themselves up in comparison. Also, some people feel awkward given
criticism as it may be perceived as a personal insult, so won't answer truthfully”
(ID 43).
“People mark you based on whether they like you” (ID 206)
“PeerWise is anonymous so some comments are nasty” (ID 123)

For some students, they did not trust their peers and were not happy to have a grade
dependent on PA. “I don’t think people do it properly, easy marks are given because I
feel I can’t give people hard marks, peers don’t appreciate the work you have put in” (ID
198). This student fears that they may lose marks due to peer’s lack of knowledge or
engagement with the PA process, “Peers don't necessarily know the correct answers,
lecturers are more knowledgeable, peers may not think about grading criteria” (ID 52).
Another student felt that it was not their job to mark others work; “I did not like it. I prefer
when a lecturer corrects our work. We have enough to be doing without correcting other
students work” (ID 196). This student felt the process was pressured: “Places too much
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pressure on students to criticize their classmates work resulting in inaccurate grades”
(ID 119).
With respect to peer feedback, 84% (83, n = 99) of students reported receiving feedback
from their peers. As can be seen in Figure 36 below, 70% (69, n = 98) of students found
this peer feedback useful / sometimes useful.

Figure 36 Breakdown of how useful students found peer feedback

Peer feedback was seen as a way of assisting with learning and improving on future work,
“I was able to learn from their knowledge and correct errors I didn't spot” (ID 123);
“They were able to tell me something I didn't even think of and it as useful for future lab
reports” (ID 75); “If taken seriously extra feedback is another source of where to improve
your work” (ID 80).
However, a number of comments received reported concerns regarding peer feedback. In
some cases, this was when the feedback was linked to a mark; “Feedback did not align
with the lecturers [sic] guidelines on marking (ID 53) and Don’t believe it is an accurate
marking system” (ID 47).
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The ability of students to give accurate feedback was seen by this student as a negative
aspect of PA and peer feedback, “Sometimes the given feedback may be scientifically
incorrect. Some students also don’t take peer assessment seriously and cause others to
get a bad grade” (ID 131). Another student when commenting on their experience of PA
also referred to the knowledge of their peers as an issue: “Topics were very difficult and
unknown to most students correcting it” (ID117).
Some students did not receive any or very detailed feedback “It was not useful because
peers did not take that much care when correcting the work did not receive much
feedback” (ID 67) and, as such, they did not find this useful.
There were a number of comments that referred to the emotion associated with PA and
peer feedback; “I think it's embarrassing to show others what you get. It's fine if you do
well but when you don't it's upsetting” (ID 48); “Sometimes it was useful and gave me
ideas on how to improve. Other times it was disheartening” (ID 38).
Similar to the reasons as to why students did not like PA, student buy-in was a feature for
dissatisfaction with peer feedback; “Feedback was only because its required so often it
was unhelpful and a bit harsh” (ID 127); “because I would never say anything to criticise
to anyone I feel like that is the lecturers job to correct us because they know what they
are talking about. My peers are my equal and I would never mark them down” (ID 79).
The following quote on peer feedback sums up the overall comments, peer feedback can
be useful when used in the correct manner: “I thought it was useful as something many
point out indicates a true area for improvement. However, I don't think it should be worth
marks/ heavily weighted given that not all peers mark impartially” (ID 43).
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5.4.4 Emerging Themes from the Student Questionnaire.
This section of the chapter is a presentation of the patterns seen in the data from the
student questionnaire. This initial analysis of the qualitative data was carried out as
described in Chapter 3. The following is a distillation of the patterns that I saw as I
interrogated this data.
Assessment methods – student attitudes and experiences
I saw that the students that responded to my questionnaire agreed that assessment is a
support to their learning. However, they very much seem to view assessment as a
‘measure’ of what has been learned. The role of ‘assessment of learning’ is very evident.
Assessment is seen as a way of achieving marks and for the most preferred assessment
methods listed the reasons for the choice was often associated with the achievement of
marks. As the students progress through the programme, their appreciation and
understanding of the depth of knowledge required has evolved with the more senior years
choosing Essay as a preferred assessment “…allow you to do further reading and gain
more understanding and connect modules and Like having time to research the topic and
manage my learning” (ID 86).
The reasons students gave for not liking certain assessment methods appeared to be
associated with how the methods are executed; group projects and presentations are not
liked as the marks being awarded can be influenced by factors other than knowledge of
the material. This, again, reinforces the theme that these students generally see assessment
as a measure of knowledge and as a way of getting marks. And so they do not like if the
assessment marks are dependent on others or on how you present.
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It is clear from the data that these students have, as Tomas and Jessop (2018) describe, a
grade-orientation attitude towards assessment and do not generally see the role of
assessment ‘as’ or ‘for’ learning.
When asked what they like about assessment, it is clearly obvious that students like the
idea of having assessments throughout the course of their study, reinforcing the role of
assessment as a driver of learning. Students see the benefit of assessments as a driver of
engagement and a motivating factor to study the module material. Students would like to
see more frequent lower stakes assessment to encourage engagement and reduce pressure.
Although student workload and assessment burden is often cited as a negative outcome
of assessments, it would appear that these students are expressing their need for a more
formative approach to support their learning. By asking for more frequent assessments
with lower stakes, they are asking for a mechanism to engage with material and a means
to gauge their performance “assessment as and for learning”; the use of more formative
assessments in these programmes is one way to meet this need.
Students refer to the positive aspects and the reassurance that doing well in an assessment
can have. The role that assessment has in developing self-evaluation skills is key to the
attainment of the ability to be able to self-regulate learning during and after their
undergraduate degree (Boud, 2003). A minority of students in this study referred to this,
and although a small number, it is a starting point and is something that can be built upon.
Feedback – student’s experience and preferences
In this cohort of students, there is a gap between how students receive feedback and how
they would like to receive it (Figure 33). In particular, the use of general feedback in class
is how 75 % of students have received feedback, but only 19% prefer this type of
feedback. It is clear that students would prefer to receive more ‘personalised’ feedback
and would appreciate the opportunity to discuss their performance with the lecturers,
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reinforcing the much published theme of feedback as a dialogic process (Maguire and
Delahunt, 2017; Carless, 2018). A positive is that students do find feedback helpful and
that they apply feedback across modules.
When the qualitative comments regarding feedback were analysed it was clear that
students view feedback as a mechanism of pointing out deficiencies in their work.
Students referred to the role of feedback as explaining how they lost marks or how they
can improve, an overall negative tone was associated with feedback, similar to that seen
in the literature (Nash and Winstone, 2017; Winstone et al., 2017). There was a very small
number of students that commented on the feedback being a positive reinforcement of
what they know or where they are situated with regards to their own learning as the below
quotes illustrate:
“It gives me an indication of how well I understand the content” (ID 105)
“It allows you to get some satisfaction out of how much work you have put in” (ID
87)

Students’ understanding of the terms of terms of Assessment
FA and SA are terms that appear widely in published work on assessment. It was very
clear from the data that the majority of students are not familiar with these terms;
formative assessment is seen by these students as assessment throughout a module and
summative at the end of a period of study.
Students referred to assessment criteria as ‘what needs to be done’ and it appears that
again students see the criteria as the definition of how to achieve marks but are they
associating this with learning? The assessment criteria are often described by these
students as what needs to be done or in a manner as to the format or the logistics of the
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assessment activity, there are very few students that clearly understood what is meant by
assessment criteria.
Student experiences and opinions of Peer Assessment
Generally, students experienced PA in a number of different formats and overall students
reported positively on having the opportunity to see the work of others and to be able to
compare their work. Some students saw the specific format of PA as a way of learning;
for example, writing MCQ questions helped them to engage with the material.
There were a number of issues reported when it came to PA including the lack of student
engagement, students not taking PA seriously and issues with trust or fairness when it
came to the assignment of marks for the PA activity. For some students, it seems that they
were unsure as to what was involved or they were unsure as to the role of PA, stressing
the importance of clear instructions for students.
With respect to peer feedback, there were mixed responses as to whether it was useful or
not. Students found the peer feedback could help them to improve on their work or in
future work, pointing out deficiencies that they had not seen themselves. Other students
found that the feedback was not specific enough and, in some cases, students found peer
feedback harsh and often based on favouritism. It is important to note that throughout the
discussions on feedback students often used language that had a very negative undertone,
referring to feedback as ‘criticism’ and PA requiring them to ‘criticise’ the work of others.
On review of the negatives of PA from these students’ experiences, it does appear to be
strongly related to the marks associated with PA or when PA requires peers to assign
marks.
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5.5

Findings from the Staff questionnaire.

Running concurrently with the student questionnaire, data was also collected from the
staff on the three programmes. All academic staff on these programmes were invited to
complete an anonymous online questionnaire as per Section 3.8.2. A copy of the staff
questionnaire can be seen in Appendix G. Referring to the research questions and to the
aim and objectives of this study, the objectives of the staff questionnaire were to ascertain
the assessment methods in use by staff; determine the use of PA including staff opinions
and experiences of PA; establish the staff understanding of the terms of assessment and
finally to ascertain the staff opinions of the institute and programme’s approach to
assessment. Presented below are the main findings from the staff questionnaire. Initially,
some demographical information is reported on the respondents, and following this the
findings for each sub-objective are reported. This section of the thesis closes with a
distillation of the emerging themes that I drew from the data.
5.5.1 Demographical Information on Staff Questionnaire Respondent.
Thirty-five staff across the three HEIs completed the questionnaire. The experience of the
respondents with these programmes was varied; 51.4% of the respondents having greater
than 10 years’ experience of involvement and 34% having 1-5 years' experience. Table 6
below presents details of the respondents’ years of involvement in the education of
medical scientists, the number of modules staff reported being involved in, and the details
of the respondents’ qualifications in TLA.
There was a wide variation in the respondents’ main subject area, representing a wide and
deep knowledge of the programmes. Of the 18 staff that reported having a qualification
in TLA, there was a variation in the years of experience, 9 have greater than 10 years of
experience, 7 have between 1 and 5 years, and 2 have 6-10 years’ experience.
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Table 6 Survey respondents’ demographics (n=35)

Years of experience in Medical Scientist undergraduate education
Number of years
Number of
%
respondents
Years of
Greater than 10
18
51.4
Experience as
6-10
12
34.3
part of this
1-5
5
14.3
programme
Number of modules respondents are involved in on the programme
Number of modules
Number of
%
respondents
1
10
29.4
Number of
2
6
17.6
modules involved 3
6
17.6
in on the
4
2
5.9
programme
5
2
5.9
Greater than 5
8
23.5
Details of staff qualifications in TLA
Number of
respondents

Teaching,
learning and
assessment
(TLA)
qualification

Module in
Assessment
completed

Number with a
teaching, learning
and assessment
qualification
25 staff responded to 18
question
(12/18 respondents
gave details)

Details of
qualification

PhD – 1
Masters – 2
PG Diploma
-6
Higher
Diploma – 1
PG
certificate – 1
Adult
education
course -1
(unsure of
accreditation)
11/18 that have completed a TLA
qualification reported completing a
specific module on assessment
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5.5.2 Assessment Methods in use by Staff.
Staff reported using a variety of methods of assessment in their modules, as displayed in
Figure 37 below. One assessment method that was used by 94% (33, n = 35) of staff was
‘Final Exam’, indicating a strong emphasis on summative assessment or the ‘assessment
of learning’ in these programmes. Short answer questions (SAQ), Multiple Choice
Questions (MCQ), and reports are each used by over 60% (n=35) of staff. The least
frequent assessment methods reported were scientific paper writing, poster, and essay
writing.

%
Final Exam
SAQ
MCQ
Reports
Problem Sheets/data analysis
Case Study
Quiz (online/paper)
Presentations
Interview
Group
Essay
Poster
Other
Scientific paper

94.3

68.6
62.9
60
51.4
48.6
40
34.3
31.4
31.4
28.6
25.7
20.3
17.1
0

20

40

%

60

80

100

Figure 37 The % of staff reporting use of specific assessment methods

The main body of the questionnaire contained questions regarding the staff’s use of PA
in the programme, their understanding of the terminology of assessment, and the opinions
of the staff with respect to the institute and programme’s approach to assessment. The
findings of these are presented in the next sections.
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5.5.3 Staff Use and Experience of Peer Assessment.
The section on PA in the questionnaire asked staff if they used PA, how and with what
year (stage) of the programme. Staff were asked to expand on their reasons for choosing
PA, from their experiences staff were asked to describe the advantages and disadvantages
of PA, if they assign marks to the PA activity and if so to outline this process.
Eleven (n = 35) of the respondents use PA with their students. (One respondent referred
to PA in relation to their own work not to assessment of students, this response was
omitted from analysis for this section of the study). PA is used by staff for presentations,
reports, group work, math’s journals, MCQ generation (One staff member reported using
a software programme (PeerWise) allowing students to build and review MCQs). Overall,
PA is being used in the lower years of the programme, with only one of the respondents
stating that they use PA with final year students.
The cited reasons for the inclusion of PA were to increase student engagement and
participation in group activity; to increase students’ awareness of assessment or marking
criteria; the development of the learning resulting from generation of feedback, the
opportunity for students to learn from each other. One staff member specifically
commented on “formative and self-reflective development” (ID 20) as a reason for
including this assessment activity.
Ten of the eleven ( 90%, n = 11) staff that employ PA assign a mark to the activity, marks
are given for participation or combined with staff marks to compile an overall mark. “Part
peer marks and part lecturer marks. The peer marks come from an average of the marks
awarded by their peers. They get a marking guide to help them assess the activity” (ID12).
The main positives of PA reported by staff was in agreement with the reasons they had
given for introducing PA such as; increasing student engagement, “encourages
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engagement, ownership and reflection of the learning” (ID 11); “increasing students’
awareness of criteria” “…marking criteria inform student of relative …transparent
marking, once there is clear criteria” (ID 4)” and “the students get to see how marks are
allocated and the need to pay attention to each element of the assignment when they are
completing future assignments themselves” (ID 12), and the self-directed learning that
can occur, “there is both a learning and assessment aspect (ID 25)”.
Challenges that staff reported with PA included gaining student ‘buy-in’ “the student may
not always see the value in it straight away and see it as 'extra work' that isn't worth
anything if not graded” (ID 8), issues that can arise when the activity is not anonymous
and issues with trust in assigning marks “nervous students may be intimidated by peers.
There is always a risk of bullying even at third level” (ID 7), and the time or effort needed
to prepare for the activity to be a success. Below are examples of the challenges that two
academics expressed in relation to PA.
“Students’ judgement on achievement of the criteria can be skewed; sometimes
students can't discriminate and award everyone the same mark. Peer pressure
from friends to give better marks or a willingness to be liked by classmates. In a
group scenario one member can become targeted. Students want an expert to
grade their work and feel cheated by being judged by peers” (ID 9).

“….. takes a little practice and training to set up the templates and get students
used to the process. Once the rules and process established it works very well as
the students get feedback every two weeks and discuss their work with a peer” (ID
11).
Issues with using PA summatively have been identified by staff and students as a possible
barrier to effective PA. The latter quote points to the importance of preparation and
ensuring that students are very clear regarding the process for PA to be successful.
5.5.4 Staff Understanding of the Terms of Assessment
The following are the findings establishing the staff understanding of terms associated
with assessment. Firstly, staff were asked to “briefly explain what you understand
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assessment to mean”. Twenty-three staff (66%) completed this question, 12 (34%)
respondents chose not to answer. Assessment was primarily described as a means of
measuring’ students’ knowledge, “methods to measure student learning (ID 3)” or
“assessment ensures that the learning objectives have been met (ID 26)”, “testing to see
whether an individual’s understanding of a topic, or ability to perform a task, meets a
specific predetermined standard (ID 4)”. Assessment ‘of’ learning was a key theme seen
in the data. Some staff referred to assessment criteria and the role of measuring skills and
competencies. Overall, the summative application of assessment was clearly visible in
the responses with one respondent explaining assessment as “how we determine what the
students have learned (ID 5)”.
The role of assessment as a tool of learning was not clearly obvious from the descriptions
of assessment given. Below are two quotes demonstrating a minority of staff that have a
clear understanding of the role of assessment in the learning process, both of these quotes
are taken from staff that have postgraduate qualifications in TLA.
“I like to see my role as setting up victories for the students and the assessment
is the opportunity to show themselves how much they have achieved. I also
believe it is important to get things wrong and learn from mistakes and
assessments are also a great opportunity for this” (ID 11)
“The title of my module in teaching and learning explained it well - assessment
for learning - and I understand assessment in its best form to contain formative
as well as summative elements, from which the student can learn” (ID 20)
There is a wide spectrum of understanding of the role of assessment by the staff
respondents, ranging from some staff not answering the question outlining their
understanding of assessment, to some very articulate in their description, as shown above.
When asked to explain their understanding of the terms ‘formative and summative
assessment’ the findings demonstrated that there is not a clear shared understanding of
these terms. For the 33 staff that answered these questions, there was an association
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between the meaning of the term and the timing of when the activity occurred. Summative
was described as ‘end of module’ by 19/33 staff and 13/33 staff referred to formative
assessment as being “continuous” (ID 28) or “assessment carried out during the teaching
of the module” (ID33), “continuous assessment with feedback (ID 24)” being examples
of answers to this question.
The association of feedback with FA was seen in the staff descriptions of formative
assessment. A number of the staff that reported having completed a TLA qualification
used language linking assessment with learning and stressing the role of feedback as
demonstrated by the following response: “student progress on a particular learning goal
is determined, feedback gives student a sense of their progress and guides students on
methods/strategies on how to improve their learning. The assessment is for learning(ID
9)”. This is one of only three staff that referred to ‘assessment for learning’ when
describing formative assessment. Predominately formative assessment was seen as
ungraded work and has a role in offering feedback for students to improve. As one
participant put it “formative assessment is assessment with no grading/marks allocated
to it that contribute to the overall result for the module (ID 8)”.
The role of formative assessment being used to inform and direct the activity of the
lecturer was also seen in a small number of replies (n=4). The following two responses
demonstrate how these staff use their formative assessment approach to adapt their
teaching in a way to support student learning.
“Assessment such as presentation completed during a module to allow feedback to
inform future teaching” (ID 7)
“Tailoring teaching styles to make sure students are keeping up with learning
material as you go through a module, or continuous assessment” (ID 4)
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Staff predominantly described summative assessment as assessment that is graded, like
formative assessment, there was also an association with the definition of the term and
the timing of the activity “summative assessments are usually formal assessments that
contribute to the final grade and ensure learning outcomes have been met (ID 26)”;
‘assessment carried out when the module is completed (ID 33)”, “assessment to rank or
grade students(ID 14)”. It is evident that there is a need for clarity and consistency on the
meaning of these terms.
5.5.5 Staff Opinions on the Institute and Programme approach to Assessment.
Staff were asked if they were familiar with their institution’s policy on assessment and if
they agreed that there is a programmatic approach to assessment in the undergraduate
programme for medical scientists that they are involved in, the results are presented in
Figure 38 below.
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Programmatic Approach to Assessment in
Medical Science Education
Unsure

Figure 38 Assessment Policy and Programmatic Assessment: staff responses
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Figure 38 demonstrates that there was a high % (77%) of respondents that were familiar
with their institute’s policy documentation on assessment. All three HEIs were
represented in the 23% of respondents that were not familiar with their institute’s policy
on assessment. When asked if there is a programmatic approach to assessment in these
programmes, 54% (n=19) answered ‘Yes’, 20% (n=7) ‘No’ and 26% (n=9) answered
Unsure (Figure 38); the 16 (46%) staff that answered ‘No’ or ‘Unsure’ are from the three
institutions, have varied experience and the group contains staff that have completed a
TLA qualification (8/16), with 5/16 having completed a specific module in Assessment.
All three institutions are represented by the 19 staff that answered ‘Yes’.
Staff were also asked to express their view on two statements regarding their institution
and innovation in assessment. Selecting from a scale ranging from strongly agree to
strongly disagree, staff expressed a view on whether there is a culture in their institution
of encouragement when it comes to assessment and if they felt that their institution’s
policies support innovation in TLA. Results are presented in Figure 39.
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Figure 39 TLA Culture and Policies: Staff responses
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Generally, as can be seen in Figure 39, respondents responded positively regarding the
culture in their institutions in encouraging and supporting innovation in assessment with
the majority, 26/35 (74%) of staff either agreeing or strongly agreeing with this statement.
One member of staff ‘strongly disagreed’ with the statement; they have 1-5 years’
experience and do not teach a core Medical Science subject, this respondent is not in line
with other staff, which may be due to their limited HE experience and limited involvement
in the programme. There was also 74% of staff agreeing or strongly agreeing that there is
a support in the institutional policies to be innovative in teaching, learning, and
assessment. Seven (20%) were ‘Neutral’ on this and 4 of these were from one institution.
5.5.6 Emerging themes from Staff Questionnaire
This section of the chapter is a distillation of the patterns seen in the data from the staff
questionnaire. The initial analysis of the qualitative data was carried out as described in
Chapter 3. The following is a distillation of the initial patterns that I saw as I interrogated
the data.
Assessment Methods in use by Staff
From the data, the respondents represented a wide distribution of experience, subject area,
and qualifications in the area of TLA (Table 6). Although there is evidence of variety in
assessment methods (Figure 37), there is an emphasis on the use of ‘final exam’,
demonstrating the grade orientation that appears to exist in these programmes. These
programmes are ‘teaching intensive’ and there appears to be a strong grade orientation of
both staff and students (see section 5.4). Although it is obvious that staff are using a wide
range of assessment methods, the reason for this is not clear from the data presented here.
With 18/35 staff respondents (Table 6) having a qualification in TLA, there is evidence
of PD in these programmes. This is an important enabler in the introduction of innovation
in assessment, encouraging a move away from assessment ‘of’ learning and towards
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assessment ‘for and as’ learning. There is room for improvement as there are an equal
number of staff members that do not have a qualification.
PA – staff use and experiences
The findings presented illustrates that PA is in use in these programmes but not in a very
structured fashion. There is diversity in the manner in which PA is included in these
programmes and the activity reported to be used is mainly in the lower years of the
programmes. The reasons for introducing PA were in line with the positives previously
published, showing evidence that staff want to encourage student engagement, one staff
member mentioned the importance of students being aware of assessment criteria.
Although staff do not directly refer to the literature or pedagogical theory their responses
are aligned with same, similar to the findings presented by Bearman et al., (2017).
Predominantly staff use PA in a summative manner. Use of PA as a summative tool could
potentially enhance some of the negative aspects associated with PA, e.g. lack of trust in
peers assigning marks and reinforce ‘assessment of learning’ and a ‘grade orientation’
view.
The positives reported by the staff that have used PA demonstrated that staff have seen
PA increase engagement and assist in the development of student’s assessment literacy.
Conversely, staff reported on a challenge with student buy-in especially if no marks are
associated with the activity. While the literature would propose using PA anonymously,
there was concern amongst the staff responses of the potential of students feeling
intimidated or that some students being unkind with their comments. Staff are cautious
that students may not take the ‘marking’ aspect seriously. In line with the definitions of
assessment given by both staff and students, the PA activity is seen by respondents as a
summative activity. Many of the challenges reported are associated with this aspect of

Chapter 5: Research Findings from Main Data Collection Stage (Stage Two and Stage Three)
201

PA. It would appear that there is some work to be done to encourage more formative use
of assessment and the inclusion of ‘assessment as and for learning’ in these programmes.
Staff Understanding of the Terms of Assessment
With respect to the language of assessment, the findings (section 5.5.4), show that 12
(34%) staff did not respond to the question regarding what assessment means to them.
The reasons for this are not obvious but may be due to lack of clarity for these staff leading
to them being unable to define the term. The main theme that emerged from those that
did respond was that assessment is seen as a measure of learning or knowledge, this is
very much in line with the student perspective (section 5.4.2) the students’ ‘grade
orientation’ also appears to be the view held by staff. The role of assessment as a tool of
learning is not seen as strongly in the data.
When defining FA staff appear to be aware of the role of feedback. However, there is not
a clear shared understanding of the term by the respondents. Whether work was marked
or not was used to describe FA by a number of staff, reinforcing the ‘grade orientation’
and the association of assessment with marking.
With respect to SA, staff definitions of this term supported the definition of assessment
‘of’ learning. Generally, when discussing assessment there was an obvious lack of use of
the terms ‘assessment of, for and as learning’. In order to change the approach to
assessment in any programme, it will be necessary to restructure how we perceive
assessment and how we discuss this with our students, ensuring that all stakeholders have
a common language with respect to assessment.
Institute Policy
From the quantitative data collected in relation to the programme and institute’s approach
to assessment, it appears that a significant majority of staff are familiar with the Institute
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policy and, overall, staff feel that there is a culture of encouraging innovation in
assessment practice. Staff also feel that the institute polices support staff in innovation.
The results were not as clear for the programmatic approach to assessment. A
programmatic approach to assessment offers the advantage of increased focus on learning
and a move away from the ‘grade’ focus that exists in many HEIs (Heeneman et al.,
2015). In addition to staff development, institute polices and the culture that exists are
important supports in introducing change, as was described by Bearman et al., (2017).
From the data reported here, the staff do not report on these as major barriers in these
HEIs (Figure 39) (National Forum, 2016; Bearman et al., 2017).
5.6

Findings from Staff Interviews

The next section of this chapter reviews the findings from the staff interviews. Presented
here is the first layer of analysis of the data from these interviews, in line with the research
objectives and sub objectives, as illustrated in Figure 23 and outlined in chapter 3 (section
3.8.3). A semantic approach was initially taken to the analysis of the data, in that I was
not looking for any hidden or latent meaning but reviewing the patterns that existed with
respect to the sub-objectives discussed.
5.6.1 Demographical information on interviewees
Ten academic staff members volunteered to be interviewed (see chapter 3 section 3.8.2).
The HoDs in each HEI were individually contacted and invited to participate in my study.
All three agreed.
All interviews were carried out towards the end of the academic year and within 1 month
of each other. The interviews were semi-structured in nature informed by the research
aim and objectives, as described in the data collection section of chapter 3. Each institute
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was assigned a specific code and each interview participant was also assigned a unique
code, known only to me, participants were referred to by their code, not by name.
In total, there were 13 interviews completed (8 female and 5 male). Three of the 13
interviewees were HoDs, i.e. managers with responsibility for the running of the
programme for medical scientist education. Five of the 13 staff interviewed had a formal
qualification in the area of T,L&A. All staff were aware of CPD modules available to
them in the area and a number of staff (n=11) had completed some such modules. The
demographical overview of the interviewees is presented in Table 7 below.
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Table 7 Summary of Staff Interviewee Demographics
Institute

A

Staff details

1 Head of
department
/function

T,L&A Qualification

Involvement with Medical
Scientist undergraduate
education

3 of the 5 staff reported having
postgraduate qualifications in the
area of T,L&A

Interviewees’ experience
ranged from between 6-10
years to greater than 10

One staff member reported having
a postgraduate qualification in the
area of T,L&A

All interviewees have more
than 10 years of experience.

One staff member reported having
a postgraduate qualification in the
area of T,L&A

Interviewees’ experience
ranged from less than 5 years to
greater than 10

4 Academics on
the programme

B

1 Head of
department
/function

3 Academics on
the programme

C

1 Head of
department
/function

3 Academics on
the programme

(Ranges of experience used to avoid identification of the individuals or institute)

5.6.2 Findings from Staff Interviews on how Staff Approach Assessment Design
and Feedback
One of the research objectives is to see how academics currently assess and how they
provide feedback to their students, interviewees were asked how they design assessment
and how they give feedback to students. The following is a distillation of the responses
from these discussions during the interviews.
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When initially designing assessment staff review the material that they have covered and
design assessments that can be used to assess what the students have learned, “What is it
that I want them to know is probably the first thing (participant C1) and obviously what
you are assessing has been covered” (B3) reiterating the assessment ‘of’ learning
approach that has been seen in the student and staff questionnaire responses. There was
also an emphasis seen on ensuring that the students are aware of the format and the criteria
of the assessment “Usually, I would have some session where you might go through that
in advance anyway as to what the assessment is, what it is going to cover or how the
format of the assessment” (B3), thus the term assessment criteria may not be used
explicitly. The below quote shows the approach that this staff member would use if
designing assessment for a new module:
“I suppose the thing is if you are starting with a module from scratch the easiest
thing is to look at learning outcomes and see how do I assess whether a student
has achieved that outcome or not? That’s why in earlier stages listing or simple
MCQs you know they tick those boxes but then if you get later on and you are
talking about analysing or synthesising or those kind of active words, that will
dictate where you start I suppose and what kind of approach you use” (B4).
When discussing assessment design, the reference to constructive alignment and learning
outcomes was not majorly visible, though it was referred to by some “but in terms of the
learning outcomes I would be trying to look at those and see, you know, am I asking the
same questions as, you know, are being addressed in the learning outcomes” (C1). In
fact, one of the managers interviewed when discussing LO is quoted as saying that “It
goes back to assessment with learning outcomes. It does go back to the fact that a lot of
people don’t like learning outcomes, because it is a very new language and sometimes
difficult to even understand what it is saying” (C4).
Staff are conscious of the assessment burden on students and this was a factor in
assessment design and also that there needs to be a programmatic approach to the
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assessment strategy rather than simply at individual assessment design; “..our second
years are just completely over-assessed. So, like whatever about your personal approach
to assessment, there has to be an acknowledgement that as a team with a particular
semester you can’t crucify the students with assessment” (B5). Staff workload and the
challenge of delivering material at different levels was also noted as a challenge in
ensuring effective assessment design, “because remember we are teaching at different
levels, so we are all the time adjusting. If you have all the time in the world to think about
one cohort of students, and how they are going to best learn…” (C1).
With respect to feedback, staff reported that how they approach feedback is generally
going through the answers in class or having a ‘general’ session on feedback in class. “I
would go through the MCQs and saying these are the right answers. I would go through
the short notes as a presentation to the class so it’s class feedback we are giving……I
would put the questions up in the class and go through each question” (B2). In some
cases, the ‘mark’ was considered feedback “Often it is mark, so you give a mark (B3, “I
give back marks to students and I offer them an opportunity to query me about those
marks” (A3). Common practice is to invite students to approach the staff member if they
want more detailed information on their assessments; “I give them the result, I invite them
to engage with me if they want to come, and very few of them take it up” (A1). "In terms
of kind of formal feedback, I think we only give it when it is requested” (B5). “I give
overall feedback to the class before I hand back the reports and I would always say to a
student if they have any questions or queries on the written feedback on the reports to
come back to me” (C2).
Staff were very aware that there is room for improvement when it comes to their feedback
practice. This staff member is aware that their practice is not ideal, “Poorly, to be fair. I
would go to the class group and at the last fifteen minutes of the lecture I would allow
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them to come up and see their result, and I would invite them to come to me if they wished
to discuss and see their examination paper” (A1). The following quote refers to the need
to improve practice but also points to an issue that students and staff may not have a
shared understanding of what feedback is: “Feedback is something we do but I don’t think
we do brilliantly or consistently and sometimes we are giving feedback and students don’t
realise it is feedback” (B4).
This staff member did express the opinion that feedback may not be effective, as there is
no opportunity for students to implement the information received, especially if students
are not exposed to that assessment method again “While there is feedback, it may not be
of any use because you won’t run that assessment again and more often than not, it's not
done at an individual level” (B2) The timing of when feedback is delivered is also seen
as a barrier to its efficacy “I will be totally honest, I am very slow with giving them back.
I have to admit. So, therefore I know that that turnaround time isn’t effective” (C3).
Staff referred to the time that discussing feedback would take and with the emphasis on
content delivery this was an issue, as detailed in the following quote. “So to lose a whole
hour to feedback feels like a kind of a stressful thing that you are not going to get through
everything then. So time is not allocated really for it” (B4). The time challenges of giving
more personal feedback was also seen “…I suppose ideally if you could give every student
individual feedback, one to one on everything, that would be the ideal, but unfortunately,
time constraints don’t allow that” (C2).
All of the staff interviewed made comments in relation to time and assessment. Staff find
the teaching workload as a barrier to the implementation of any change “Teaching has
been busy, to be honest,.... The time issues are kind of big. I know we keep on that soapbox
but yeah” (B3).
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In some cases, the change to 100% CA in some modules appears to have put additional
pressure on staff. Staff report how they have to absorb the assessment of the module into
their ‘contact’ hours and as such the pressure on the delivery of content has increased
“We are finding with changes to modules like say you are making a module 100%
continuous assessment; you have to absorb the assessment into your teaching hours”
(B4). The reason for the change to 100% CA in some modules was not explained during
the interviews. Staff did not seem to be aware of a pedagogical based reason for this
change “That’s the only I would say school shift [sic]is to try and have more continuous
assessment modules” (B4). Staff certainly see this as being resource driven and it is
unclear if they are ‘teaching’ differently to support the change or if their assessment
strategy has been adapted. “You know, it is always difficult to introduce a change. We are
all a bit averse to change. You have to kind of have enough time to think about it properly
before you introduce it” (B5).
5.6.3 Findings from Staff Interviews on their Use and Experience of PA
Staff Use of PA
During the interviews, staff were explicitly asked if they used PA in any of their modules
in the undergraduate programme for medical scientists. Five staff were very clear that
they did, with one interviewee (C3) initially stating ‘No’; however, as the conversation
progressed it transpired that they had used PA but in a purely formative manner and, as
such, had not registered with them that it was PA. This staff member was viewing PA as
something to do with marking or grading.
Staff use PA with laboratory reports, presentations, PeerWise (MCQ writing) and in
group work. “They had to comment on each other’s presentations and what was good
about them and what was bad about them, but there wasn’t a mark associated with it”
(C2). In the majority of cases however, the PA activity involved the use of marking or
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comparing student marks to staff marks. One staff member did elaborate that students
were required to give a justification for the mark assigned for the PA of presentations.
This justification will inform their evaluation skills and assist in their own learning “So,
they have to justify the marks that they are given based on the criteria” (B3). The
importance of students being well prepared and aware of criteria was also stressed by this
interviewee:
“…it makes them think about actually is that being met within the criteria? That’s
why I am going to focus more on the criteria this year to make it more clear to
them and the guidelines will be better presented to them and the marking sheets
will be better as well. Maybe even give them some support beforehand that they
have an idea of what they are expected to do” (B3)

One of the PA activities described involved using interactive software, called PeerWise,
which is used to score students on MCQs that they generate and on their interaction
(comments) on other student’s questions.
“…. we are using PeerWise in second and third year in particular. They are given
an exercise to do and they are told that the exercise might be to set five or six
questions but they must equally respond to five or six other questions you asked…..
then the PeerWise does the calculation of the scoring. It will come up with a
scoring on the quality of the questions you asked, the number of respondents in
terms of who made a comment on it, how you responded to those
comments…” (B2)

This activity has marks associated with it, however, the interviewee further clarified that
the weighting they attached to this activity was informed by information from a workshop
they had attended, “I have been to workshops on peer assessment and learning techniques
and they say on average it should be about 10% or 5% mark going for these things...”
(B2).
Another staff member uses PA where students give each other feedback on drafts of a
writing assignment. Initially they were unsure if it was PA “… they are not assigning
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marks, which maybe is your definition of assessment, is that they are giving marks, I
presume” (A4). The peer activity they described was where students submit a draft
writing assignment to the lecturer but as the project was a group activity students are
“….encouraged to show one another within their own group”(A4). As there was no
marking activity involved the staff member did not initially view this as peer assessment
but stated that “I am encouraging peer assessment”(A4). This was a new addition to the
module so the interviewee reported that they were still finding their way with it “This is
the first time now so I might have to adjust it afterwards, but I will get feedback from
them” (A4).
Two staff members reported that they use PA in assessing laboratory / practical reports
“they did it in the form of a practical report, instead of a practical report they did a kind
of an instruction. They were to give me a list of instructions for somebody who is
reviewing a blood-film” (C1) “I do it in first and second year they peer assess maybe one
of the reports” (C2), either using hard copies or through the VLE students anonymously
review and mark the work of other students. The marks that students assign may or may
not be used in the compilation of the students’ grades “… last year I didn’t use the marks,
but this year I did use the marks” (C1).
As mentioned, there was one staff member who initially thought that they did not have
PA in their module but as the interview drew to a close they described how they use table
quizzes to increase engagement “I have done table quizzes….. Now that takes me back,
that was peer assessment because they corrected each other’s table quiz…. Yeah. I
completely forgot about that” (C3) and as students did ‘correct’ each other’s quizzes they
were peer assessing. As PA is being used in a variety of ways by the staff on these
programmes, the association with grading is strongly seen in the use of PA.
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Staff Experiences of PA
For the staff members that had used PA, the interviews progressed to discuss their
experiences of PA and what they would describe as barriers or enablers for PA to be
included in an assessment strategy.
The positives that were reported by those that have experienced PA included that PA was
seen to engage students more, “peer assessment works and is good because it at least gets
them talking” (B2) another staff member commented that the use of PA in later years of
study was more successful “In fourth year they are a lot more engaged” (C2) but also
commented that for their second year students PA kept them more engaged “I found it
was good for them because it kept them engaged” (C2). The development of the students’
ability to appreciate criteria was reported by another interviewee as a positive outcome of
PA “and it makes them think about actually is that being met within the criteria” (B3).
The quality of the peer feedback was also seen as a positive I thought it was by and large
great, “the comments were great in the vast majority of them” (C1) and it was also seen
that PA can assist in the development of self-evaluators: “I think that the review, it was
kind of almost like a self-review” (A4).
In general, staff expressed concern over the bias that can happen with peers marking
peers, and the issue of students not being objective especially within friend groups. This
lack of trust in students marking appropriately is illustrated by this interviewee’s
experience: “Sometimes they coach each other you know ….and then they ask their friends
to ask this question…..we have tried it before in terms of presentations is the way I
normally do it where you would ask people to rate the presentation and the problem with
that is I will rate you high and you rate me high right” (B2). The workload for staff
compiling marks and the lack of student real engagement with the marking was described
by this staff member, “I have to say that because I have recently been involved in an
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assessment with the third years where they were involved in peer assessment and really
it took me, I would say, hours to collate all of their marks on all of their presentations.
They were still just giving their mates 90. So, I don’t know that they buy into it”
(B5). Ensuring that students are aware of the criteria and requiring them to justify the
marks assigned are recommendations to deal with the challenge of students not truly
engaging with the marking, “I will actually make the criteria more obvious to the students
this time because there is still an element of my mate was in that group so I’m going to
give them more marks but I have a justification on it on the marking sheet that they have.
So, they have to justify the marks that they are given based on the criteria”
(B3). Although there were issues experienced with students assigning a mark, it was clear
that students were developing the skill in reviewing work and being able to give
appropriate feedback to their peers. The below quote illustrates this: “Now the marking
wasn’t good though, but the comments were great in the vast majority of them” (C1).
Staff that had experience with PA were also asked what advice they would give to others
to encourage use of PA. The staff that hadn’t used PA were asked what might help them
to introduce this methodology (or in fact any change in their assessment approach). In
general, staff were not averse to introducing change but reported that they required
support. For this cohort of staff, the main support they would either like or would advise
others have, would be to be able to talk to another staff member and to see some examples
of the activity. One staff member saw the potential of PA but felt that they need some
assistance in establishing this methodology, “It is a learning activity for them too, isn’t
it? They would find out what they didn’t know themselves. It is a good idea …..I would
need to go and speak to somebody. I think I would need instructions really” (A2). The
opportunity to gain from the experience of others is what one interviewee would like:
“Somebody who was really familiar with it to tell me, oh watch out for this, watch out for
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this” (C1), as well as the ability to review what others have done. The following quote
also depicts the anxiety that staff may experience when changing assessment practice:
“Yeah, just examples of how other people have done it. And to see is it something I can
… Like can I take a model and just try it out, because sometimes it is very scary to try
something new in the classroom, you know” (C3).
All three HoDs stated that innovative practice is shared through formal and informal
practices in their respective institutions, either through programme board meetings,
informal conversations with colleagues, and in house seminars. There is also an official
sharing of resources to ensure that staff are aware of innovation in assessment. Staff,
however, reported feeling overwhelmed and required some assistance in changing
practice “….we could have maybe more peer support in terms of like, well this is what I
do, maybe you could think about that and then at least it is… because I find the whole
thing quite overwhelming” (C3). One HoD gave the following outline to the introduction
of change, a requirement for evidence of the activity in a similar setting with minimum
impact on staff workload were key requirements: “They need the evidence to show that
this has worked in a similar setting. I think that is very important. They need to see, and
I suppose this relates to the previous, they need to see the value in it as well” (A1).
With respect to PA specifically, the importance of clearly preparing the students for the
activity was emphasised “…if I was advising, you do, you need to explain it well to the
students. They need to have a really clear understanding around what it is and why they
are doing it. I think they do like it” (C1). Having PA as an anonymous activity was
recommended and it was felt that this could circumvent some of the negative comments
mentioned previously with respect to fairness in marking, “here the student was given the
report, anonymous, so it was typed, and they didn’t know what student’s work they were
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peer assessing. So, that is important (C2) and I would hope that I would be able to make
it properly anonymous” (C3).
The additional staff workload was also noted as a barrier to the implementation of change
and to the possible reluctance or the inability of staff to adopt change,
“Also, identify that it is not going to add considerably to my workload or to the
workload of others and that there is a value to the students in doing so because if
you are going to invest time it needs to be of value. There are lots of other things
we could be investing time in. …..Yeah, and maybe so, but then again this all
involves time and investment of time and effort and are the outcomes, I suppose,
worth that” (A1)
In addition to staff workload, the emphasis on the delivery of material means that staff
are reluctant to ‘lose’ time to other activities, “But it is just in terms of time, and I think
that it takes….. You would have to put several classes aside for just doing that. I am not
sure if I have the time” (C3).
The ‘quality’ of introducing a new activity was also a concern to some staff: “I am always
a bit nervous of doing these things fairly and people getting the mark they deserve. That
sounds like a funny thing to say, but do you know what I mean” (B5) and “So, the first
thing that would come to mind whenever you are presented with a new assessment
strategy is about the quality of it” (A1).
5.6.4 Findings from Staff Interviews on the Understanding of Terms Associated
with Assessment
A sub-objective aligned to the staff interviews (Figure 23) was to discover staff’s
understanding of the terms associated with assessment. With this in mind, interviewees
were asked to describe what assessment means to them, what is their definition of
formative assessment and summative assessment, and if they were familiar with
“Assessment of, for and as learning”? Presented here are the main findings from these
questions.
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During the interviews, it was clear to me that participants found it challenging to
succinctly articulate what assessment means to them. Indeed, there were lots of pauses
and considerations before and during interviewees’ responses, ‘suppose’ was used by
many and there was a general lack of confidence in clearly defining the term. These staff
members describe assessment in light of the demonstration of knowledge learned or skills
acquired “A measure of the student’s learning, I suppose” (C1) and “So, I suppose it’s a
measure of their knowledge and understanding of a topic and that they are meeting
learning outcomes associated with the modules” (B3) or “I would define it as maybe
investigating or checking how much a student retained from the information I gave them”
(A2), as well as “You are examining the knowledge of the theory and the knowledge of
the practical” (C4). It was clear that all staff, even those with a qualification in TLA,
struggled with a clear definition. It was, however, noted that, when some staff were
discussing assessment, their language differed to others, in that they did not use terms
describing assessment as a ‘measure’ but refer to assessment as being related to
‘understanding’ and ‘demonstration of learning’: “Assessment can mean a number of
things…I suppose a means of demonstrating learning” (B4). Two of the three managers
interviewed referred to learning outcomes when describing assessment, “I suppose it
would mean to evaluate learning outcomes” (A1). Overall, it is obvious that assessment
as an entity is complex and these staff members found it difficult to offer a clear and
concise definition. It does appear that, while there is agreement amongst this group that
assessment has to do with what students are learning, there is evidence of it being seen as
a measure of that learning: “And do you find people who don’t see assessment as marking?
It is a mindset for sure” (B5). When discussing ‘assessment’, I found that staff often did
not include final exams in their description. Most modules on these programmes have 2
elements: continuous assessment (CA) and final exam. So, when staff refer to assessment
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it appears that they are discussing the CA i.e. the activity that occurs during the delivery
of material: “Assessment to me means written material, usually short answer type
questions. Midway through a semester” (A3) and “…you know, in terms of the assessment
is supposed to be preparing for a final exam” (C1).
When questioned about the terms FA and SA, there was a range in the responses given.
The below are examples of replies from staff members that had heard of the terms but
were not able to explain them and there was clearly some confusion evident, “Yes. I know
that one has a grade associated with it. God, I always get them confused. Formative is no
grade, it is just.., is it? I don’t know” (C2). This quote is from a participant that has a
TLA qualification, though it has been some time since completion: “I suppose they are
not terms I would use, but I have an idea of what they mean. Actually, maybe I don’t know
what they mean. The more that I think about it, I am trying to distinguish…” (A3).
For some interviewees, their description of the terms were linked to when the activity was
taking place “I would say summative is at the end of the module and that would be
typically an end of module written exam. Then formative would be the assessments that I
kind of take place throughout the module where we would give feedback so that the
student would have a chance to improve or change or whatever it is” (B5). The role of
feedback in formative assessment was mentioned: “Now, by and large, most of what we
call formative assessment are continuous assessment in which there might be feedback”
(B2). Generally, however, FA has a summative element: “Probably a continual
assessment within class, whereas summative could be something like an examination….or
maybe a final examination” (A2). “We use formative assessment; we use continual
assessment and then we would use summative assessment. Summative assessment is the
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exam paper so the unseen written exam” (B3).

“Summative means the end of year exam.

Formative, people use continuous assessment as formative” (B1).
For other staff, the assignment of marks was used as a differentiation between formative
assessment and summative assessment. One interviewee gave the example of how they
explain the term to their students: “So, I would say, this is formative, it is not going to
account for your total marks at the end of your, you know, your assessment” (A4). As did
another: “To me, formative is just informing one. There are no marks allocated. Whereas
summative is going to contribute to in the final grade” (C4).
The following longer excerpt from one interviewee demonstrates how the terms are used
and how confusion can develop as to the meaning of the terms:
“Continual assessment then is the term generally that we use for other than
summative assessment. Some of that can be formative by my understanding of
formative that it's informing the students of how they are doing as they are
progressing. But really CA its usually composed in different types of assessments
within that aspect of assessment other than the exam and often that can be at the
end of a module as well so it's not necessarily continual sometimes it can be at a
set point within a module” (B3).

One interviewee, who has a postgraduate qualification in TLA, did refer to assessment of
and for learning: “I mean I suppose the general thing is formative is assessment for
learning and summative assessment of learning” (B4).
The terms formative and summative are also not routinely used when discussing
assessment with students: “We might use the term summative for the kind of modular
exam, but don’t tend to use the term formative with the students. For the very reason that
they say, what?” (B5) and “Not so much with the students, because they don’t generally
understand” (C1).
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The following comment when discussing FA demonstrates an awareness of a deficiency
in practice with respect to formative assessment and also concern regarding student buyin: “I think formative assessment is an area that we probably could be better on and
therefore I think that you would need a strategy to implement that within modules or
across programme for that. I think students find it hard to do formative assessment
without a mark they would want a mark” (B3).
During the interviews, staff were asked if they had heard of the terms ‘assessment of, for
and as learning’. Nine replied that they had not come across these terms. Some continued
to offer a meaning, though they were not familiar with them. As only one of the
interviewees had actually used the terms ‘assessment of and for learning’, it demonstrates
that this is not language that the staff are familiar with and, therefore, they may not be
aware of the role of assessment beyond the ‘measure’ of learning, as described in their
explanations.
5.6.5 Findings from Staff Interviews on Awareness of Their Institute Policies on
Assessment
There was a mixed response as to whether staff were aware of polices in their institute in
relation to assessment. Some were unsure or not aware of an institutional policy regarding
assessment: “Is there a policy or is there good practice? My understanding that there
isn’t a policy” (A1), and “I don’t know really” (B3), while others had an idea there was
one but were not familiar with the details, “I don’t know the actual document or the policy,
but I know there is a certain timeframe that you are supposed to have feedback back
within” (C2).
Although staff were not overly familiar as to the actual assessment policy, there was an
awareness amongst staff of either a policy or guidance documents with respect to
feedback and the time frame with which this should be returned: “There is a general sort
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of statement that feedback on assessment is usually within 4 weeks of doing it. It’s a target
right in that the student will get feedback within 4 weeks of doing the assessment” (B2).
Staff were not able to reference a document that governs effective assessment practice.
The HoDs interviewed did appear to be more aware of the policies that staff were not
clearly aware of: “We recently developed a policy on assessment” (C4); “There are
general assessment regulations by the Institute. There is a quality assurance handbook,
but there is no formal, I suppose, documentation on saying you need to design your
assessment X, Y and Z”. (B1). In one institute, a policy on limiting the number of terminal
examinations (final exams) was mentioned by the HoD “I suppose we have a policy or
regulation regarding terminal exams and continuous assessment…..So, for any academic
programme, there is a limited number of terminal examinations that you can have on
modules” (A1). There was no mention of this policy by the other staff interviewed from
that institute.
The challenge of staff being fully informed of policies or innovation in practice was
noted: “There seems to be kind of parallel things happening….. They have ideas but
getting those ideas down on the ground” (C1). How a newly developed policy is
disseminated to staff was described: “how it is disseminated to staff would be….. Yeah,
probably via….. There are a couple of ways. The Representative of an Academic Council
may take part in the Programme Board, plus the Registrar may disseminate it via the
quality roadshows that he runs occasionally, or thirdly it could be disseminated through
the Head of Department” (C4).
Although staff were not fully familiar with assessment policy, the need for such a policy
or a guidance document was noted by the following interviewee: “but I do think that there
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should be some sort of school policy with respect to assessment and feedback. So, there
should be a one-sheeter that says this is what staff should aspire to” (B4).
5.6.6 Emerging Themes from Staff Interviews
This section of the chapter is a presentation of the patterns seen in the data from the staff
interviews. The initial analysis of the qualitative data was carried out as described in
Chapter 3. The following is a distillation of the initial patterns that I saw as I interrogated
the data. The interviewees spanned all three institutions and there was a spread of
experience, discipline, and those with qualifications in TLA.
Staff Approach to Assessment and Design
On review of the data, the assessment practice of staff was very much linked to the
assessment of learning. Staff paid attention to ensure that their assessments are a measure
of what has been learned. When modules are 100% continuous assessment and do not
have a final exam the practice is to ‘examine’ during the module delivery time, the change
appears to be to the timing of the assessment rather than the approach to the assessment
methodology (or to the teaching approach taken). There are a number of factors that staff
also discussed, taking into account assessment practice; student and staff workload are
key influencers on how staff assess.
Feedback is very much given in general format i.e. discussed to the whole class and often
involves pointing out to the students where the majority of the class went wrong or giving
the correct answers to questions. If students want more personal feedback, it is generally
their responsibility to seek this out and arrange to meet with staff. While staff know that
feedback practice is not ideal, there is a sense that their time is best spent on delivering
material to the students and not to lose time to feedback delivery.
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Staff Use and Experience of PA
PA was used by some of these staff members and in number of different ways. The
experiences of PA have been that students’ engagement is increased. Also that students’
awareness of criteria and their ability to review and offer constructive comments on the
work of others was demonstrated. Problems with PA were often related to the summative
nature of the activity. The time for staff, especially in the set up and the collation of marks,
was also seen as a challenge with respect to PA. Staff that had not used PA were
concerned with the quality of this assessment method and also concerned about the
increased workload it may cause for them.
Staff advised that the opportunity to discuss PA with someone that has experience with
PA could be a key contributor to the success of the activity. The importance of clear
instructions for students prior to the activity and if possible having the work that is being
assessed by peers anonymous were also noted enablers of successful PA.
Understanding Terms Associated with Assessment
This cohort of staff struggled to give a clear and concise definition of assessment
reinforcing its complex nature. Generally, assessment was seen as a ‘measure’ and was
associated with a grade or a mark. There was much diversity when it came to defining
formative assessment and summative assessment. The association with FA and feedback
was seen, as was the dissociation of marks and FA in the descriptions given. The timing
of the assessment was also one way of differentiating between the two; FA being equated
to CA and SA associated with end of module or final exams. These terms (FA and SA)
were generally not used in everyday practice and staff would not expect students to be
familiar with the terms. ‘Assessment of, for and as learning’ were not terms that this group
are familiar with either.
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Awareness of Institute Policies on Assessment
Staff that were interviewed were generally not very aware or familiar with assessment
policies. The staff did refer to there being a policy document that stated they are required
to have work back to students within a specific time frame.
The dissemination of formal policies does seem to be a challenge, as the HoDs
interviewed were more familiar with the institute’s documentation than the respective
staff interviewed. The benefit of a practical guide for staff on assessment was noted in the
responses received.
5.7

Findings from Documentation Analysis

5.7.1 Module descriptors
This study involved the review of programme module descriptors from all three HEIs, as
described in chapter 3. The review of the documentation involved the recording of the
assessment methods detailed. Note was taken to see if there was mention of self or peer
assessment, and if the module was assessed by 100% course work or 100% final exam.
The assessment methods in use from the module descriptors are listed below, in
alphabetical order.
•

Abstract

•

Case Study

•

Class Test

•

Discussion forums

•

Essay

•

Final exam

•

Laboratory report/ Practical Assessment

•

Literature review

•

MCQ
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•

Open book exam

•

Poster Presentations

•

Project planning

•

Project/report

•

Reflective logs

•

Scientific paper critique

•

Short Answer Questions

Although the initial review took place in 2015, as the study progressed a second review
was completed in 2019. The process was repeated (as explained in chapter 3) because I
was aware that two of the institutes had undergone programmatic review during this time
and I suspected that changes may have been made to modules. As these changes could
potentially have included a change to the assessment practice, such as the increased use
of PA, I decided it was prudent to repeat the module descriptor review.
The one major change that was seen was that two of the institutes had increased the
number of modules that were now assessed by 100% coursework. This had been referred
to in the staff interviews. There were a number of name changes seen to modules between
the two reviews, but other than that there were no major changes connected with the
objectives of this study seen.
The module documentation was reviewed for the three institutions, as outlined in Chapter
3; module descriptors were either available online or copies of current documents were
shared with me following discussions with programme chairs (online versions were
confirmed to be current). The total number of modules reviewed for each institute was:
A 43 modules, B 43, and C 32. The ECTS credits or contact hours was not within the
scope of this study and so were not recorded.
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The weighting / % marks assigned to each assessment method was not consistently
available and so was not included in the data collection. For one institute, it was seen that,
for some module descriptors, the term formative assessment was used for assessment
carried out during the semester and summative assessment described the final
examination. The main findings from the review of the modules descriptors can be seen
in Table 8.

Chapter 5: Research Findings from Main Data Collection Stage (Stage Two and Stage Three)
225

Table 8 Details of the review of module descriptors for three institutions

Institute:

A

B

C

2015

2019

2015

2019

2015

2019

No. of Modules
with Peer / Selfassessment
evident in
documentation

0

0

1

0

0

0

No. of modules
assessed by 100%
coursework

3

12

4

11

3

3

No. of modules
with 0%
coursework
(100% Final
exam)

1

2

0

0

0

0

Total no of
modules reviewed

43

43

32

In the module descriptors for Institute A, there was no visibility of PA. This is one of the
institutions that has increased the number of modules assessed by 100% course work
(from 3 to 12). However, as the timing of assessment was included in these descriptors it
was seen that the final exam has been replaced with a class exam at end of semester. For
Institute B, there had been reference in 2015 to PA in one module. This was not seen in
the updated modules. There were a number of modules that referred to continuous
assessment as formative, with the final unseen exam referred to as summative. From
2015, there was an increase in the number of modules assessed by 100% course work.
For Institute C, the majority of module descriptors do not include explicit details of
assessment methods in use. A list is given of what assessments might be used such as:
MCQ, online quiz, SAQ, Quiz, Essay, Case studies, presentation, poster. PA was not
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visible in any of the module descriptors and there was no change to the number of
modules assessed by 100% course work.
5.7.2 Institutes’ Policies
Each of the three HEI have a document regarding regulations on assessment. They have
different titles; General Assessment Regulations; Regulations for Modules and
Programmes (Marks and Standards) and Academic Code of Practice No.3 Student
Assessment: Marks & Standards, as the titles would suggest the overall marks and
standards approach to assessment was evident. The review of these documents
demonstrated that there was no specific guidelines on assessment methods to be used or
on the strategies that can / cannot be employed; one institute did, however, list the types
of assessment that could be used. These documents generally detailed the procedures the
institute follows to ensure fair and consistent assessment in line with their responsibilities
as an education provider in the Irish HE sector. The documents referred to the module
descriptors for details of assessment “These assessment tasks are classified in the Module
Descriptor” (Institute A) and “Assessments are designed as per the module assessment
strategy” (Institute C).
In one institute’s document, there was a glossary of terms. FA was defined as
“….assessment used as part of the course of instruction that measures student ‘mastery’
of specific indicators and is used by academic staff to inform and guide subsequent
instruction and provide feedback to the student. Marks are not necessarily awarded for
such assessment” (Institute A). Summative Assessment was defined as “….assessment
that measures student ‘mastery’ of the learning outcomes of a module, which contributes
to the final mark of that module” (Institute B). Another institute had a section on
definitions, where formative assessment and summative assessment were not included
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and where assessment was defined as “An evaluation of the student learning on a module,
during or at the end of the module delivery, is termed student assessment” (Institute C).
5.7.3 Professional Requirements
The three programmes are currently validated by the ACSLM and, at the time of writing
this thesis, CORU is reviewing the medical science undergraduate programme’s
applications for approval. As such, the specific requirements of these bodies with respect
to assessment was investigated by reviewing their documentation. The ACSLM
validation document outlines the specific course content that programmes must have for
validation. Their requirements for assessment states that:
The course as a whole should be assessed using a range of approaches but must
include a significant proportion of traditional written examinations using unseen
questions taken under impartial supervision, and also the assessment of practical
skills (ACSLM Course validation Guidelines)

CORU, the state registration body for Health and Social Care Professionals, published
the criteria and standards of proficiency for educational institutes delivering programmes
for medical scientists in 2019 (CORU, 2019a). This document states that the assessment
strategy of the programme must ensure that graduates have met both the programme's
LOs and specific professional standards of proficiency (CORU, 2019a). CORU require
that the assessment strategy for the programme must be very clearly detailed and that
“Formative assessments may be part of the assessment used however the summative
assessments used to make progression decisions should be clearly distinguished”
(CORU, 2019a). There is also a requirement by CORU to ensure that all assessments are
constructively aligned to achieving the standards of proficiency for medical scientists. In
addition to these, CORU require that the education institutes have regulations regarding
assessment procedures in place.
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5.7.4 Emerging themes from Documentation Analysis
This review of the documentation associated with these programmes has demonstrated
that there is an overall summative approach to assessment. The majority of the module
descriptors are assessed by a mixture of continuous assessment and final exam. There is
a range of assessment methodologies seen in the module descriptors, but these documents
lack detailed information on the actual assessment practice. There was little to no
visibility of PA in these descriptors. Aligned with this, the policy documentation reviewed
had a clear marks and standards approach to assessment. These policy / regulation
documents referenced the modules for the assessment strategy but, as discussed above,
this detail is not always visible in the module descriptors.
The terms associated with assessment are not clearly defined in all the documentation and
there is an example of formative assessment used to describe course work or continuous
assessment. There is not a clear shared understanding of the language of assessment. The
definition of assessment as an ‘evaluation’ in these documents supports the role of
assessment of learning and is in line with the staff and student grade orientation seen.
The ACSLM require traditional unseen exams as part of the assessment strategy, CORU
have specific requirements that assessments are aligned with the achievement of
standards of proficiency. Although CORU allow the use of formative assessment, they
place an emphasis on the summative assessment, as used to make decisions on
progression.
Overall, the documentation covers the procedures relating to the first two roles of
assessment as outlined by Fry et al. (2015) and outlined in Section 2.1.2.3 of this thesis,
that is, firstly, the certification or achievement of standards and, secondly, the QA of the
programme.
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5.8

Conclusions drawn from Chapter 5

Presented in this chapter is the first layer of analysis of the data collected as part of this
study. The findings here are presented as they directly link to the research objectives and
sub-objectives (Figure 28). Each dataset is presented through the focussed lens of the sub
objectives they are aligned to. In the next chapter, the focus of the data analysis is widened
and the thematic analysis of the data is reported and discussed (Chapter 6).
The main conclusions drawn from this chapter include that while there is an awareness
and agreement amongst staff and students that assessment is a driver of learning,
assessment is predominately designed and implemented in a way that it demonstrates
achievement of learning. There is a strong emphasis on summative assessment
experienced by students, employed by staff and supported by the documentation. The role
of ‘assessment of learning’ is emerging strongly from the data while assessment ‘as and
for learning’ is not clearly evidenced in these programmes. Assessment design is
predominantly linked to the assessment of learning and, while there is some evidence of
innovation in assessment, there was no clear indication that staff are informed by the
literature on assessment in education.
The data demonstrates a lack of clarity in the language of assessment. The terms that are
commonly associated with assessment are not clearly understood by all stakeholders and
there is some contradiction seen in the documentation. These terms are not in routine use
on these programmes.
Feedback practice is described by both students and staff as not being satisfactory.
Although there is this awareness of a need to improve practice, a number of barriers were
identified. The role of feedback in improving performance (grades) is clearly understood
but not as clearly articulated is the role of feedback in supporting learning. Feedback is
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very much delivered in the old paradigm of the one way monologue, not the dialogic
approach advocated in the literature.
PA is being used in these programmes, though this is not visible in the documentation.
Both staff and students that had experienced PA described positives and negatives from
their experiences. These were very much in line with the PA practice seen in the literature
(Chapter 2, section 2.6.3). On these programmes, PA is predominately used in a
summative manner and many of the negatives or challenges experienced are associated
with this.
Staff are somewhat aware of their institute’s policy or regulations on assessment although
there is a recommendation from staff on the need for the generation of more practical
guidance on assessment practice.
The findings from the data reported here demonstrate some of the key factors that will
inform the development of a framework for the inclusion of a more formative approach
to assessment.
Chapter 6 presents the analysis of this data from a wider context. The content of the
qualitative data presented in this chapter, analysed using inductive thematic analysis (as
described in chapter 3) is discussed in the following chapter.
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QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

6.1

Introduction to Chapter 6

In Chapter 5, I presented the first layer of the analysis of my data. Initially, I analysed and
presented the findings from each data collection tool aligned with the specific subobjectives. The next layer of my analysis was to take a wider view of the qualitative data
and perform thematic analysis, the findings of which I present in this chapter. My
approach to the data analysis is similar to Onwuegbuzie and Leech’s (2005) description
of pragmatic researchers. They refer to the bi-focal lens through which the pragmatic
researcher views data, zooming in and out, combining micro and macro levels to the
research. Therefore, in this chapter I present an analysis of the data at a more macro level
than that presented in chapter 5.
This chapter opens with a description of the approach I took in analysing this data. The
findings from each stage of my analysis: the initial coding, the categorising and the
development of themes, are presented. One category of the data is presented in detail and
summaries of three further categories are included as examples. This is followed by a
section describing the development of the themes and an overview of the three main
themes identified is included. The chapter closes with the conclusions drawn from this
data analysis and an outline to the approach taken to the framework development
presented in the next chapter.
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6.2

Qualitative Analysis Strategy

Thematic analysis, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), is a way of organising data,
recognising patterns that exist within the data, and describing this in detail. In this study,
all the data collected from the student questionnaire, staff questionnaire, staff, and HoD
interviews were analysed using inductive thematic analysis, as described in Chapter 3
(section 3.8.3.1) and outlined below.
The first phase of thematic data analysis, as described by Braun and Clark, is
‘Familarisation with the Data’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006). After completion of the data
collection stage of my study, I spent some time becoming familiar with the data. This
involved repeatedly reading the staff and student questionnaires, listening to the audio of
the interviews, and rechecking these against the transcripts for both accuracy and to get a
“sense” or a feel for the data. While I was doing this, I was also familiarising myself with
assigning codes by making note of possible codes for the data. These notes were possibly
useful for the next phase but were not used to develop a code book, as would be used in
a purely theoretical analysis (Boyatzis, 1998).
Following this first phase, I started to ‘code’ the data, during this phase in the process,
data is labelled (coded) to identify important aspects of the data relevant to the research
questions. NVivo11/12 was used to assist in this phase of the analysis. Documents were
uploaded to NVivo and then case by case each line of data was reviewed, and a node (In
NVivo, codes are referred to as nodes) assigned that captured the meaning of the text. My
approach was always to closely link the data to the research aim and objectives. A
semantic approach was taken since I was inherently interested in what the participants
actually said rather than searching for hidden meaning.
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The next phases of thematic analysis, as described by Braun and Clark, involve the
generation of initial themes, reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes (2006).
The generation of themes is described as searching for patterns in the data. This stage
involved examining the nodes and grouping them together into categories that were linked
in meaning and linked to the research aim and objectives. Following on from this phase,
the categories were then further grouped into the ‘themes’ drawn from the data. The
findings from each of these phases are presented in the following sections of this thesis.
6.3

Initial Coding of Data.

After becoming familiar with the data, as described in the previous section, my documents
were uploaded to NVivo11. Each line of data was reviewed and assigned to a ‘node’ using
NVivo. My approach to this stage of the analysis was mixed. I named nodes such that
they captured the essence of the text. An example of text coded is displayed in Figure 40
below.

Figure 40 Sample of student questionnaire response coded in NVivo

In addition to the open coding strategy, I also had some predefined nodes, where I
captured data related to the various types of assessment methods and the different forms
of feedback referenced. This meant that any text referencing an assessment method was
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captured in the node for that method and the text was also coded to capture the essence
of what was said about that method. To ensure that the text was assigned to the correct
assessment type meant I had to be very systematic in my approach. I had both the
individual case entry open and the overview document open and was constantly cross
checking between the two. This was a slow process but allowed me to be systematic and
thorough in my coding. My approach was a mixture of inductive and theoretical,
somewhat similar to the to approach taken by Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006;
Maguire and Delahunt, 2017).
Following this initial round of coding, there was a high number of nodes. I reviewed any
nodes that had a low number of sources to ensure they were coded appropriately and, if
necessary, I amalgamated nodes. In the end, there were 104 nodes, as seen in table 9
below (listed in alphabetical order).
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Table 9 List of Initial Nodes from Data Analysis
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In addition to reviewing nodes with low number of sources or references, I also reviewed
the nodes with a high frequency of references. I documented my comments in a memo
format. The memos served as a way of reflecting on the content and detailed the source
of the data recording the number of staff and students coded. Samples of quotes were also
noted here. These documents served as my record of the process and allowed me to be
confident in the rigor I applied to the process. Excerpt from one of these memos is
illustrated below as an example (Figure 41).

Memo on node – Mark
In this node there are currently 208 references – Included are: all 13 staff interviews, 21 staff
questionnaire and 142 student questionnaire.

Staff Interview comments:
Mark is seen as a form of feedback by some staff. Also seen as a reflection of knowledge and
learning.
And the marks themselves, I suppose, are another part of their feedback.

The grade orientation of the staff and students is very visible in the following quote
You have got to have some sort of way of grading students and therefore you have to have some
assessment components. I believe having a variety of different assessments is good because it
keeps them engaged.

Staff Questionnaire:
In the questionnaire responses the description of assessment activity and the grade
orientation of the programmes was seen again in this data set.
The student may not always see the value in it straight away and see it as 'extra work' that
isn''t worth anything if not graded.

Student Questionnaire:
There was a strong link here with the role of feedback and the improvements that can be
attained to achieve the marks (not always on learning)
It pushes you and can be rewarding when you get the mark you worked hard for
Feedback is very important as it allows you to understand where you are losing marks and
how you can improve your work.
It is part of your CA grade and part of the learning experience

Figure 41 Excerpt from Memo on Node Labelled Mark
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Due to the difference in the number of respondents between the student questionnaire,
staff questionnaire and interviews it was not surprising that the nodes with the highest
frequency of references were predominately from the student questionnaire data set. As
the objectives of each data collection tool were different and the emphasis was on
qualitative data analysis, this matrix approach to my analysis was not pursued further.
However, I did find this a useful way of visualising the data as described by Miles and
Huberman, (1994).
My analysis of the qualitative data was carried out, as described by Nowell et al., in a
consistent systematic manner, working through all the data line by line (2017). The use
of memos supported the reflexive approach to my analysis and provided a trail of the
process followed. Agreement with another coder was not used as a means of validating
my analysis. As discussed in chapter 1 (section 1.2.3.), I recognise the subjective nature
of the interpretation of qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). To ensure transparency
in the consistent approach taken, I discussed and demonstrated my methodology with two
colleagues that were independent of my study (King, 2017; Houghton and Houghton,
2018; O’Connor and Joffe, 2020). Having completed the initial coding of all the data, the
next stage, as described by Braun and Clarke, is ‘Searching for Themes’. This is discussed
in the following section (2006).
6.4

Categorising Data

A theme can be described as a pattern in the data that is relevant or interesting and will
address some aspect of the research question. Thematic analysis involves interpreting and
making sense of the data collected and not simply summarising (Clarke and Braun, 2018).
If I describe thematic analysis as searching for the story within my data, then I would
express that the story outline is based on the aim and objectives of the study. The first
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stage is to establish categories. Categories are where I collected nodes that are connected
in topic and labelled to reflect this connection. The choice of the labels used for each
category were twofold: the label demonstrated what the data was showing and also had a
role in demonstrating how they aligned with the objectives of my study. This stage
involved reviewing the list of nodes I had generated and reviewing the aim and objectives
of the study. What was required was constant movement, zooming in closely on the data,
and then refocussing and adjusting my lens so that the data is viewed, based on the overall
aim and objectives of the study.
I completed two full cycles of review in the development of my categories. Initially, some
categories that I had established were large and required to be broken down into different
categories and subcategories. Prior to the final review being completed, I systematically
went through all the initial nodes and ensured that each had been assigned to at least one
category. Some nodes were assigned to more than one category e.g. ‘Timing of feedback’
node was placed in the Role of Feedback category and also in the Logistical Influences
of Assessment category.
The final number of categories that I developed from the data was 16, tabulated, in
alphabetical order, below (Table 10). This process was challenging, and I performed this
slowly and thoroughly, ensuring that I had categorised the data appropriately.
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Table 10 List of Final Categories from Data Analysis

Category Name

Assessment Methods Comments
Assessment Terms
Challenges / negatives associated with assessment
External to Academic Influences on assessment
Internal to Academic Influences on assessment practice
Learning- knowledge
Logistical Influences of Assessment
Measure - Mark- Criteria
Negative comments on feedback
Peer Assessment
Positives associated with assessment & feedback
Role of feedback
Staff feedback comments
Students and feedback
Teaching Activity influencers
Types of Feedback

Throughout the review process, in addition to using mind maps as a tool to visualise the
data I was also documenting details regarding the categories in the form of memos. A
memo was generated for each of the 16 categories. In each memo, I recorded the nodes
that were in the category; for each node, I recorded the breakdown of where the data came
from whether it was from staff interviews or questionnaires. I also made some notes as to
what these nodes included and included some sample data from the nodes. The memos
were also used to record if a node was assigned to another category. I found these memos
supported my categorizing of the data and also served as a reference as to what was in
each category. In the next section of this chapter, I present the Peer Assessment Practice
Category in detail and a brief summary of three other categories as examples. The
examples were chosen to ensure balance in the data presented and that each of the three
main themes developed in the next stage are represented. These examples also
demonstrate important aspects of the data that will be a factor in moving towards the
development of a framework for peer assessment (PA). The project maps for the
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remaining 12 categories can be found in Appendix K.

6.4.1 Category Example 1: Peer Assessment Practice
In this category, I have assigned nodes that included information relating specifically to
PA practice. There are nine nodes, listed below in Table 11, and Figure 42, further below.
Table 11 List of nodes in Peer Assessment Practice Category

Peer Assessment Practice
Anonymous
Bias Trust fairness
Comparison to others
Instructions for students
Lack of student
engagement
Peer feedback or review
PeerWise
Peers Lack of Knowledge or
Training
Staff PA activity described here

Included here are some of the concepts that staff or students regarded as being important
when it came to effective PA such as anonymity and instructions for students. Reported
negatives associated with PA are included here, such as the lack of trust in peer’s ability
to mark fairly, issues with friends marking each other generously, and inability of students
to mark. Conversely, this category also contains what was reported as being good about
PA; in particular, being able to see the work of others and the value of peer feedback.
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Figure 42 Illustration of Peer Assessment Practice Category
The following sections provides details of each of these nodes, these are presented in
alphabetical order.

Anonymous
This node contains data from students and from staff referencing anonymity in
assessment. When discussing what they might do for a PA activity, staff refer to having
the activity anonymous as an important factor, as the following quote demonstrates,
“Maybe they could be anonymised and get them to swop and then I randomly assign
them” (C3). Students have mixed views on anonymity: “Everyone tells you your work is
great, are highly unlikely to criticize unless in anonymous scenarios” (ID 192). For this
student, in order to get honest feedback, they expect that the assignment needs to be
anonymous. For other students, the lack of trust in their peers and the competition
between peers would be a negative of having the activity anonymous: “It's anonymous,
so some peers actively downgrade others for personal reasons or to bring themselves up
in comparison” (ID 43).
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Bias Trust Fairness
This is a node that contains comments where students or staff expressed an opinion on
issues relating to trust, bias, or fairness in assessment. Staff had either experienced or felt
that it was a possibility that students would show favouritism to their friends with respect
to assessment: “there is still an element of my mate was in that group so I’m going to give
them more marks but I have a justification on it on the marking sheet that they have. So,
they have to justify the marks that they are given based on the criteria” (B3). And so to
overcome this, this staff member required students to offer a reason for the mark they
gave. One staff member reported on their experience of how a student used the
opportunity to unfairly down grade others: “We had one nasty one where one person went
first and was nice as pie and then destroyed everybody thereafter to make herself look
good” (B2). Others demonstrated fear of giving the responsibility over to students: “it is
open to allegations of cheating and favouritism and things like that. So, you are losing a
bit of control that you had when you corrected the assessment yourself” (C4).
Students similarly expressed a lack of trust in their peers and refer to the unfairness that
can be associated with a peer marking their work. The mark assigned can be affected by
a student’s popularity and by competition in the class: “It will not be impartial for many
reasons such as; petty interactions outside college (low scoring), close friendships (high
scoring) or individuals who will not want to give another a bad score that may negatively
affect another's final grade” (ID 72).
Generally, when students mention fairness or trust, it was in a negative comment; what
they didn’t like about assessment or PA: “Don't trust other people to do the work
properly”. There were some positive references to MCQ or SA as a ‘fair’ assessment: “It
provides the fairest way to examine the material studied. If you study the material the
short answer questions are the best possible chance of maximising marks” (ID 85).
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Group work can be a source of discontent with students, feeling it is unfair if all of the
group get the same mark: “Unfair distribution of work can occur, and style of project can
be irrelevant to course” (ID 141).

Comparison to Others
All the data assigned to this node are from students and were predominantly in response
to the question on what they liked about PA or assessment in general. These students want
to know how they are doing in comparison to others or how others approached an
assignment: “Showed me a different way of approaching the assessment” (ID 69).
Reviewing the work of others meant that they reflected on their own work more: “Allowed
me to see how other students approached the assignment and how I could have possibly
improved mine” (ID 76). The following quote demonstrates this element of selfevaluation arising from seeing other’s work: “allows us to realize our own mistakes, as
well as common mistakes made throughout the class” (ID 131).

Instructions for Students
In this node, there are comments regarding the importance of clear instructions for
students when it comes to assessment and peer assessment in particular. Staff state the
importance of clear defining expectations: “And you give them very strict criteria in terms
of what your expectations for say a practical assessment are” (B5) and “Maybe go
through the marking guidelines in more detail with the students” (C2).
From the student point of view, their preference is to have “Clear, concise details on
assessment” (ID 102), The following comment demonstrates the difficulty for students
when there is no clear understanding of what is expected: “Never know what is expected
of you. Some subjects carry out MCQ throughout the year and then expect you to be able
to write an essay at the end” (ID 199).
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Lack of Student Engagement
In this node, there's predominantly staff expressing concerns about the approach that
students take to assessment generally: “will pass this exam now, we will move onto the
next module and after that, we will move on again” (A2) and the motivation for a student
if there isn't a mark involved for peer assessments: “The only thing and I shouldn’t be
focusing on it, but it is just that I have heard indirectly that sometimes peer assessment,
it is the motivation of the students to do it correctly” (C3). For students, the main
comments here relate to their lack of trusts in peers engaging with PA activity, as already
seen above (section 6.4.1.2).

Peer Feedback/Review
The data assigned to this node originates from all 3 data collection methods. Staff
referenced peer review as a means of increasing student engagement: “Certainly, I
have done a little bit of peer review and some of them enjoyed seeing what other people
are doing and the way other people approach things” (C1). A quote from a staff
questionnaire stated: “So useful for getting the students to critique their peers, enables
them to engage with the materials more” (ID 18)
Staff also refer to the peer feedback aspect of PA as being important:
“Again, it depends on the students. Some of them are absolutely fantastically
accurate and the grade they give….. I try to grade the reports subsequent to
them without looking. I usually would, without looking at their mark. Sometimes
the mark and the comments I have written, and their mark and comments are
very very close” (C2).

Students commented positively on receiving peer feedback: “It helped me improve my
work” (ID 202). Peer feedback was seen as a way to improve work and that it was good
to get more than one person’s viewpoint: “It was interesting to see their comments and
the areas I could improve on” (ID 187). The following quote shows the power of peer
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review: “I tended to listen to my peers more, since they are in the same position as me”
(ID 146).
Students would like peer feedback to be detailed and for their peers to engage with the
activity: “Although its anonymous, some people still are not bothered giving proper
feedback or constructive criticism out of laziness. e.g. "good presentation, really enjoyed
it"” (ID 143) and “If taken seriously extra feedback is another source of where to improve
your work” (ID 80).
On the flip side, students expressed negative comments when the peer feedback was not
helpful, “feedback was disheartening” (ID 38). Some students were embarrassed at
others seeing their work: “Not sure if I would like someone in my class to know how well
or how badly I'd performed in an assessment” (ID 112) and “I felt a bit self-conscious
that someone in the class was reading my work” (ID 110). There is also a risk of students
being unnecessarily critical, especially if the activity is anonymous and online: “I noticed
some people gave poor marks and slightly nasty feedback online when peer assessing
PowerPoint presentations, no need to be mean to our own classmates” (ID 183).
Others did not feel comfortable in the role of reviewer: “I didn't like having to correct
others mistakes” (ID 178) or that it is their role to offer peer feedback, “because I would
never say anything to criticise to anyone I feel like that is the lecturers job to correct us
because they know what they are talking about. My peers are my equal and I would never
mark them down” (ID 79). The above quotes demonstrates the expectation of students to
receive information on what is ‘wrong’ or what they have done incorrectly in assessments
and that there is room for their awareness of the role of assessment and peer assessment
to support learning.
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Peers Lack of Knowledge or Training
In this node, there are a small number of references but they demonstrate reluctance by
staff to buy-in to the ability of students to peer assess: “I am not sure that they know how
to assess” (B5). This staff member has experienced students not applying marking criteria
appropriately: “sometimes students can't discriminate and award everyone the same
mark” (ID 9). For this student, they comment that peers are not as capable as lecturers in
providing constructive feedback: “Peers may not point out critical problems with work
which lecturers would” (ID 64).

PeerWise
This node is included in here since it is an example of a PA activity using an online
platform. Five students commented on this and five staff interviewees also referred to this
specifically. All the staff that commented had not used the platform but were aware of its
use in the programme: “I mean in some modules they would use PeerWise, where they
would get students to maybe write and critique, MCQ type questions” (B5).
Student comments demonstrated mixed reactions. Some found the online environment
hostile and that peers were very critical: “With PeerWise, people can be very quick to
criticize especially as its anonymous” (ID174). However, two students liked the activity
and saw it benefitting their learning: “As students know what is commonly asked in
college, we tend to ask more diverse and tricky questions, which help strengthen our
knowledge on certain topics” (ID 166).

Staff PA Activity Descriptions
This node is a collection of data where staff that have used PA describe how the activity
is used and serves as a reference of the range of PA activities seen in these programmes
currently e.g. report writing, presentations, maths journals, and PeerWise.
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There is also a sub-node on accountability and justification assigned here, as this came
from data during staff interviews and describes how when staff use PA they include a
requirement for students to justify the mark they are given: “So, they have to say yes they
included all this bit or they were able to answer questions, yes they demonstrated their
understanding of the topic. … As part of the justification” (B3).
The next section of this chapter presents summaries of three further categories as
examples. In these sections, there is an outline of the data assigned to each and the patterns
seen in the data.

6.4.2 Category Example 2: Role of Feedback
There are seven nodes present in this category, as illustrated below. In this section, I
give an overview of the data in this category.

Figure 43 Map of nodes assigned to Role of feedback category
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Students and staff see feedback as having a key role in offering a way for students to
improve. While staff refer to feedback improving understanding or learning, there is an
emphasis on improving where students lost marks. Students report on feedback as
pointing out where they went wrong and how they lost marks. Staff report on struggling
with getting feedback to students in a timely manner, with the result that feedback may
not be effective. There was quite a negative tone seen in the data when discussing
feedback e.g. feedback was seen as pointing out errors, where marks were lost and what
needs to be done better. There were, however, a small number of references to the
positives associated with feedback, highlighting what was done well or giving assurance
to students that they have a clear understanding of the topic. An extract of the memo on
this category is included below:

Figure 44 Excerpt from memo on Role of Feedback category

6.4.3 Category Example 3: Challenges associated with assessment
This category is a collection of nodes that contain data where staff or students have
commented negatively on assessment or have referred to challenges associated with
assessment, as illustrated in Figure 45 below.
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Figure 45 Nodes associated with this Reported Challenges and Negatives in
Assessment Practice

The effect of increasing class size was a challenge for staff, students find some assessment
methods stressful and can be nervous about e.g. presenting in front of their peers. A
challenge reported by staff with respect to assessment is on how to engage students in
learning and not just focussing on the assessment task in hand. In some cases, students
reported that they did not receive feedback on assessments. The workload or assessment
burden for both groups is another challenge reported. There was disagreement seen
amongst students’ comments as to the preferred weighting of assessment, with some
requesting more smaller stakes and others wanting the opposite. This can mean that, for
students, their focus is on simply passing each assessment and not necessarily building
knowledge and developing skills. Staff describe themselves as being time poor and that
this prevents them changing from what they know is a practice that needs improvement.
In essence, it is easier to keep doing what has been done before, rather than try to change
because of the perceived increased workload and time required.
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As mentioned, a memo was generated for each category. These memos served as a way
of documenting the review of the category and also recoded some comments on the data
seen. An excerpt from the memo for this category is given below.
Student Assessment Burden Node:
10 interviews. 1 staff questionnaire and 37 student questionnaire
Note: Staff conscious of the # of assessments that students may have , student feedback and
over assessment are key terms seen here.
B2 We would keep an eye on the number of assessments. As a Programme Team, we would
look at the number of assessments and if a module is deemed to have excessive amounts of
assessment…

C4 So, I do believe they are being over-assessed and that is a result of poor communication or
poor Programme Board where one lecturer doesn’t know what the other is doing.
Note: students unhappy with workload, weighting and lack of information when comes to
assessment, overlap here with pressure and weighting of exam; Staff comment on the
overassessment of students (interesting since staff are reponsible for assessment? Why do
they not I initiate change –refer to category / theme on influencers of change)
How all assessment for different modules fall on the same week meaning it is impossible to
do very well in them as you are overloaded trying to study for them all instead of having them
spaced out. And you do not have time to study previously for them as every week you have at
least 3 lab reports and sometimes 5 to do

would prefer to be assessed more often , in different ways. Rather than have one exam worth
100% at the end , have more components that would help make up the marks , as having one
assessment at the end puts a lot pressure on students.

Figure 46 Excerpt from memo written on this category

6.4.4 Category Example 4: External Influences on Assessment
This category contains nodes that include reference to bodies, procedures, or issues that
affect assessment practice but are outside the control of the academics directly, e.g.
CORU, semesterisation, and institutional policies. Also included here are nodes with data
on resources and supports available to staff. Recommendations from the data here include
what may influence staff assessment practice, such as having a colleague or a champion
in assessment available as a support. The majority of the data included here are from staff
interviews, with the exception of the programme strategy node having a small number (5)
Chapter 6: Qualitative Data Analysis

251

of student survey comments included. These students reference the need for a coordinated
approach to assessment on their programme but also suggest that there be less emphasis
on final exams. Figure 47 is an illustration of the nodes that are included in this category.

Figure 47 Nodes in the External to Academic Influencers on Assessment

The memo on this category contained quotes and notes on key points seen, as illustrated
below in Figure 48

Semesterisation :
Seen as a negative to student learning and also in relation to assessment / workload
B3 they’ve done that so they are moving on. If I am honest, I think semesterisation is one of the big
problems. Modules isn’t as big a problem because with a module you can finish a module, a module
is a module but having six modules in Semester 1 and so many modules and six modules in Semester 2
they are not seeing the continum

Figure 48 Excerpt from memo on External to Academic Influences on Assessment

The following section of this chapter outlines the next stage in the analysis of the data.
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6.5

Development of Themes

Following on from the development of the 16 categories, the next phase in my analysis
was to collate the categories into themes. Braun and Clarke describe these stages of
thematic analysis as, ‘Review and Defining Themes’ (2006). The approach that I took
was to have my research aim and objectives clear and to the forefront of my mind and
systematically review each category previously generated. Then, I developed the
connections between the categories. The objectives of this research are to ascertain the
experiences and opinions of the staff and students of these programmes, with respect to
assessment, feedback, and PA. Therefore, it is not surprising that the overarching
connection between categories seen was in relation to ‘practice’. The three themes
identified were:
Theme 1:

Assessment in Practice

Theme 2:

Feedback Practice

Theme 3:

Influencers on Assessment Practice

The categories that were assigned to each theme are listed below in Table 12.
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Table 12 Themes developed, and categories assigned to each theme.
Theme name:

Categories

Assessment in
Practice

Feedback
Practice

Influencers on
Assessment
Practice

Assessment
Methods
Comments

Negative
comments
associated with
feedback

Assessment
terms

Learning or
knowledge in
association with
assessment

Positives
associated with
feedback

Challenges
associated with
assessment

Measure, mark
and criteria

Role of feedback

External to
academic
influencers on
assessment

Peer Assessment
Practice

Staff Feedback
Comments

Internal to
academic
influencers on
assessment

Students and
feedback

Logistical
influencers on
assessment

Types of
feedback

Teaching
activity
influencers

Each theme and the categories that make up the theme are outlined in the next
section of this chapter.

6.5.1 Theme 1: Assessment in Practice
This theme contains four categories and are composed of data that specifically reference
the experiences and opinions of staff and students with respect to assessment. Illustrated
in Figure 49 below are the categories that have been collated into this theme (an expanded
map of all nodes in the theme is available in Appendix L). Table 13 below is a tabulation
of the categories and the nodes assigned to this theme.
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Figure 49 Map of Assessment in Practice Theme
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Table 13 List of Categories and Nodes in Assessment in Practice Theme

Theme Name:
Assessment in
Practice

Categories

Nodes

Assessment
Methods
Comments

Abstract or Scientific writing
CA comments referencing
Case studies
Diversity of assessment
Essay
Exam
Exemplars or practice assessments
Group Work
Interview Oral exam
MCQ
Peer Assessment Examples
Poster
Practical assessment
Practical reports
Practice based assessment
Presentation
Problem sheets
Quiz
Short Answer questions
Staff PA activity described here

Learning or
knowledge in
association
with
assessment

Assessment across modules
Assessment driven learning or study
Assessment of for and as learning
Depth of learning knowledge
Indicators of learning
Knowledge
Learning
Pressure Stress Neg emotions
Rote learning
Understanding

Measure,
mark and
criteria

Criteria

Learning outcomes

Mark

Measure or test of knowledge

Quality in assessment

Standard in relation to assessment

What needs to be done
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Theme Name:

Categories

Peer
Assessment
Practice

Nodes

Anonymous

Bias Trust fairness

Comparison to others

Instructions for students

Lack of student engagement
Student engagement - positive comments
Peer feedback or review

Embarrassing

PeerWise

Peers’ lack of knowledge or training
Staff PA activity described here

There is a general view that assessment is a ‘measure’ and the category of measurement
criteria reinforces the grade orientation of both students and staff seen in the data. Staff
use a range of methods of assessment and, as a consequence, students have experienced
this variety. As described in chapter 5 (section 5.4.4), students’ preference of assessment
methods is often linked to the grade or to the marks that they can achieve.
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It is clear from the data that staff see assessment as a driver of learning and are conscious
of the role assessment can play in engaging students in their learning. Students too see
assessment as a motivation to engage with material, where the motivation they describe
is to both improve their learning but mainly to achieve the grade or the marks required.
One issue with current assessment practice from staff experiences is that students’
understanding of material or their depth of knowledge is not what staff expect. While
some assessment practice allows students to demonstrate their understanding or the skills
they have developed, there is also evidence that, in some circumstances, the methods
being used suit and almost support rote learning. When designing assessment, it is clear
that some staff are aware of the need to align to the LO and to use ‘real life’ scenarios.
The following quote outlines how one staff member is challenged in being able to design
the assessment that they feel would be more authentic and show how staff can easily
revert to the traditional assessment methods: “...but it is harder to write those questions
that would accurately assess learning, and it is easier to rely on, say write an essay on
this, or write…” (C4).
Another aspect of assessment practice that was seen in the data is that students can find
assessments to be very pressured, and final exams in particular were reported as being
stress inducing.
The Peer Assessment practice category has been presented in detail in section 6.4.1, but
to summarise, PA experiences of staff and students are generally positive. However, there
are negatives and concerns expressed, especially in relation to peers marking the work of
others.
When discussing assessment, there is very little reference to pedagogical theory that
supports the approaches taken. The measurement role of assessment is the key purpose
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of assessment seen in the data, with positives and negatives reported mainly linked to
how they affect the summative role of assessment.

6.5.2 Theme 2: Feedback Practice
Illustrated in Figure 50 are the six categories that have been collated into this theme (an
expanded map of all nodes in the theme is available in Appendix L). Table 14 below is a
tabulation of the categories and the nodes assigned to this theme. Overall, in the data,
feedback was seen very much as a way of pointing out what was wrong, what mistakes
were made, and what could be done or improved upon to gain better marks.

Figure 50 Map of Feedback Practice Theme
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Table 14 List of Categories and Nodes in Feedback Practice Theme

Theme
Name:

Feedback
Practice

Categories

Nodes

Negative
comments
associated with
feedback

Bias Trust fairness
Feedback that is is not useful
No feedback
Unclear vague feedback

Positives
associated with
feedback

Positive feedback - what I know or am doing right
Self-evaluation
Student engagement - positive comments

Role of feedback

Comparison to others
Error mistake
Feed forward
Improvements
Poor performance
Positive feedback - what I know or am doing right
Timing of feedback

Staff Feedback
Comments

Feedback practice comments

Students and
feedback

Comparison to others
Student feedback
Student led

Types of
feedback

Discussion with lecturer
General feedback
No feedback
One to one
Online feedback
Personal feedback
Written feedback

Although the research objectives included ascertaining the experiences of staff and
students with respect to assessment and feedback, the strong theme of feedback is one
that I would not have anticipated at the onset of this project. However, my analysis of
the literature illustrated the significant role of feedback in effective assessment, therefore,
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it was reassuring to see that reflected in my data. It is very clear that there is a difference
between what students want in feedback practice and what current practice delivers. Staff
are aware of this issue but there is a hesitancy to change practice. Staff report ‘not having
enough time’ as a limitation to deliver more personal feedback and on the pressure they
feel to deliver class material, which then takes precedence over feedback. It would appear
then that there is a need for a change in the approaches taken to feedback. Feedback needs
the same level of attention as currently is given to the assessment task and the associated
marking. A shift away from the old paradigm of feedback practice would be beneficial.
When students are discussing feedback, the tone is quite negative, the term ‘criticism’ is
often used in relation to feedback. Feedback is not always seen as constructive. Students
are aware of the potential of effective feedback but, presently, the practice is not meeting
their expectations. A small section of the data does refer to feedback in a positive light as
a way of supporting and reassuring students as to where they are in terms of learning and
understanding.

6.5.3 Theme 3: Influencers on Assessment Practice
In this theme, there are six categories that are referencing various factors that can play a
role in how staff approach assessment, as illustrated in Figure 51. Table 15 is a tabulation
of the categories and nodes in this theme (an expanded map of all associated nodes in this
theme is available in Appendix L).
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Figure 51 Map of Theme Influencers on Assessment Practice
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Table 15 List of Categories and Nodes in Influencers on Assessment Practice Theme

Theme
name:
Influencers on
Assessment
Practice

Categories

Nodes

Assessment
terms

Formative
Student assessment literacy
Summative
Terms language of assessment

Challenges
associated with
assessment

Class size
Emotion feeling
Mental health
No feedback
Staff engagement
Staff resistance
Staff workload
Student Assessment burden
Student Engagement
Student or staff unhappy with assessment
Student responsibility
Time issues in relation to assessment
Weighting of assessment

External to
academic
influencers on
assessment

Assessment across modules
Available supports- for staff
Champions - expert
CORU
Institutional policy
Issues with LO
Programme strategy
Quality in assessment
Resources
Semesterisation
Technology

Internal to
academic
influencers on
assessment

Autonomy
Change - assessment
Design of assessment
Instructions for students
Staff role in assessment
Staff workload
Talking to other staff

Logistical
influencers on
assessment

Assessment across modules
Timing of assessment
Timing of feedback
Weighting of assessment

Teaching
activity
influencers

Assessment across modules
Blended learning innovative teaching
CA comments referencing
Competency Skills
Design of assessment
Diversity of assessment
Exemplars or practice assessments (2)
Expectations
Preparation
Teaching intensive
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These categories demonstrate that there are some influencers external to the academics
that play a role in how staff approach assessment. The requirements of professional bodies
and the semesterisation of the academic calendar, for example, influence how staff
approach assessment practice (see section 6.4.4).
There are a number of challenges reported in the data when it comes to assessment
(section 6.4.3), which vary from resource demands to challenges with engagement and
the workload of staff and students. Having autonomy in a module can be a positive factor
in allowing staff to initiate change, but it can also cause issues if all module leaders act
independently. Staff and student assessment burden can be an issue. Coupled with this,
the weighting of assessment is not something that all are agreed on, as some students’
preference is for more low stakes assessment with others wanting the opposite. Planning
assessment so that feedback can be effective is also an important aspect of assessment
practice that there can be issues with.
The data demonstrated that that there is not a shared understanding between staff and
students when it comes to the language of assessment. This is an area that needs attention
in these programmes. Unless staff and students clearly know what FA or AfL is, then it
will be difficult to move away from the assessment of learning that predominates. As
mentioned previously, the HEIs involved in these programmes are teaching intensive,
where staff report on being under pressure to deliver content and, as such, do not have the
time or space to change assessment and feedback practice. There is evidence of
innovation in practice on these programmes and these staff report that completing CPD
and talking to other staff can assist in supporting these changes.
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6.6

Conclusions Drawn from Chapter 6

This data presented in this chapter supplies a comprehensive picture of the current
assessment practice, and the experiences and opinions of all stakeholders involved in the
three programmes in the RoI for educating undergraduate medical scientists.
The first theme that was identified in the data was that of ‘assessment in practice’, and
this demonstrates that for these programmes assessment is very much seen as a measure
of learning there is a strong summative element and a grade orientation of all stakeholders.
There is a variety of methods used predominately to encourage student engagement or to
make assessment more relevant to students, with little reference to pedagogical theory in
assessment design. The design of assessment for these programmes needs to shift to
support learning more explicitly and the implementation of assessment aligned to the
literature. This includes developing a shared understanding of the language associated
with assessment.
The theme ‘feedback practice’ supplies us with the current practice, experience, and
opinions of the staff and students with respect to feedback. As described above, in these
programmes, assessment is seen as a measure of learning, with feedback seen very much
as a ‘criticism’ of the activity. There is an overall ‘negative’ association with feedback,
pointing out what was wrong or where marks were lost. From the data we can ,see that
feedback is delivered in numerous ways but generally neither staff or students are overly
satisfied with current practice. There is very little association with feedback supporting
positive reinforcement of where students are in their learning journey. Feedback practice
needs to be more effective and, though staff are aware of this, there are reasons as to why
this has not occurred. This is linked to the third theme identified in the data - Influencers
on Assessment Practice. The importance of feedback and improving feedback practice to
be more of a dialog will be a key component in any assessment framework developed.

Chapter 6: Qualitative Data Analysis

265

In order to elicit any change in assessment and feedback practice, it is important to
identify what currently influences practice, and for these programmes these are seen in
the third theme in my data - Influencers on Assessment Practice. Assessment practice is
influenced by a number of factors; some of these factors may be outside the direct control
of staff. The challenges reported with respect to assessment practice may be overcome by
having a more structured and programme focused approach to assessment and having a
very clear understanding of the role of assessment in supporting student learning.
Assessment practice can be influenced by factors that relate to the management of the
activity such as the timing and the weighting of the assessment, assessment burden, staff
workload, to mention a few. Staff will need to be supported in changing their approach
to how they design and manage assessment. There is a role for the HEI in supporting this
transition.
In chapters 5 and 6, I have presented the findings from the data collected in my research
study. Chapter 7 presents the development of the Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework.
The framework that I developed and present in the next chapter encompasses a synthesis
of the literature in the area of assessment and PA (chapter 2) and the empirical data
collected as part of my study (chapters 5 and 6).
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE
PRAGMATIC PEER ASSESSMENT
FRAMEWORK (PPAF)

7.1

Introduction to Chapter 7

In chapter 1 (section 1.3), the overall aim and objectives of this study were introduced.
The aim was to develop a framework for inclusion of peer assessment (PA) in medical
science undergraduate education. PA is defined as ‘an assessment activity where students
make a judgement on the work of another student with specific goals in mind’. The
framework that I have developed and present in this chapter encompasses a synthesis of
the literature in the area of assessment and PA (chapter 2) and the empirical data collected
as part of my study (chapters 5 and 6). This process is illustrated in Figure 52 below.
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Figure 52 Research Design Stages 3 and 4.

The empirical data analysed in chapters 5 and 6 has provided a comprehensive picture of
current assessment practice within Irish medical science undergraduate education and
adds to the knowledge of assessment in Irish HE context. In this chapter, I discuss key
properties of PA identified from the literature analysis (section 2.6.4) in light of the
findings presented in chapters 5 and 6 . The distillation of this discussion has resulted in
the development of the PPAF, as described in section 7.4. I also describe a supporting
model for the inclusion of PA as part of an assessment strategy (section 7.5).
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As mentioned in chapter 1 (section 1.5), the scope of this project was, not to change policy
within these institutes, but to establish current practice and to develop a framework that
can be applied within the existing constraints that academics and students find
themselves.
The properties of effective PA, as distilled from the literature (Chapter 2), are the
backbone on which my framework was developed. In the following sections of this
chapter, I discuss each of these properties in light of the findings from chapters five and
six, as well as the implications for medical science undergraduate education in the RoI.
This chapter continues with a description of the Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework
(PPAF) and a model of how the framework can be applied by staff adopting PA as part
of their assessment strategy. I close this chapter with the conclusions drawn from the
discussions. The PPAF presented here (section 7.4) was informed by the data from
medical science undergraduate education programmes but can be used by other
programmes in the design of PA in their programmes or modules.
7.2

Key Properties of Peer Assessment

Having analysed the literature in the area of assessment and PA, and looking at the
frameworks that have been published, there were some commonalities that I distilled into
the following seven properties (section 2.7). There is, as would be expected, overlap with
general assessment principles and AfL principles. The design clusters (Gielen et al., 2011;
Adachi et al., 2018a) described in the literature have informed the properties included, as
have the organisational elements outlined by Topping (1998) and the detailed PA practice
literature presented in Appendix C.
In order to be effective PA must:
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•

Be Authentic,

•

Be Valid,

•

Be Appropriate (for the level of study students are currently at),

•

Have an emphasis on assessment for and as learning (with lesser emphasis on
summative assessment),

•

Allow students the opportunity to engage with assessment criteria,

•

Allow students to develop skills of reviewing and offering constructive
feedback,

•

Be supported (by Staff and HEI).

For PA, as concluded in Chapter 2, assessment design is important to ensure that the
assessment, is authentic and valid, appropriate for the year of the study, has an emphasis
on AfL, and is managed in such a way that students can engage with the assessment
criteria. Supporting the assessment design, and the management of the activity, is the
responsibility of both the staff and the HEI. As there is interaction between these
properties, the design of the PA activity will be informed by how the assessment will be
managed.
In the next sections of this chapter, I discuss the findings from the data (Chapters 5 and
6) in light of the properties identified from the literature analysis in Chapter 2 and the
implications for the medical science undergraduate programmes for the inclusion of
effective PA.
7.3

Properties of Effective Peer Assessment and Medical Science Education in
Ireland

The seven key properties of effective PA, as distilled from the literature are presented
here in conjunction with the empirical data from my study.

Chapter 7: The Development of the Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework (PPAF)
270

7.3.1 Authentic Assessment in Medical Science Education
Writers in the area of teaching, learning and assessment reference the need for assessment
to be both authentic and valid (Brown, 2004; Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Race, 2010). In
essence, authentic assessment means that assessment, as far as is possible, is relevant to
what students expect to be doing outside of the educational institute (National Forum,
2017d; Villarroel et al., 2018; Villarroel et al., 2020). One of themes seen in my data was
‘Assessment in Practice’, where there was a large amount of data describing the current
approaches to assessment, as well as the opinions and the experiences of the staff and
students on these programmes (section 5.6.2). Similar to other studies (Price et al., 2012;
Davies and Taras, 2016; Taras and Davies, 2017), and as discussed previously, there is a
lack of the specific language associated with assessment used by the participants and,
even when specifically queried, a lack of understanding demonstrated with respect to the
terms of assessment. Therefore, there is little reference in my data to assessment being
described as authentic. Assessment is described in terms of ‘measurement’ or displaying
knowledge or skills acquired. The summative role of assessment is very clear and
contributes to the grade orientation of both students and staff, as has been seen in other
published studies (Harland et al., 2015; Harland and Wald, 2021).
From the data (section 5.5.2 and section 6.5.1), it can be seen that there are a variety of
assessment methods in use and, although the term ‘authentic assessment’ may not have
been used, there are numerous examples of assessment methods in use that a practising
medical scientist would view as ‘authentic’. Assessment methods seen in the data such as
poster generation, oral presentations, laboratory reports, and case studies are all linked to
the knowledge and skills that will be expected of future medical scientists (section 5.4.1
and 5.5.2). Having a variety of assessment methods in a programme can allow inclusion
and support different learners (Scouller, 1998; Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Hernández,
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2012). The variety used must not undermine the learning or cause confusion amongst
students but should enhance the learning. Ideally, the various methods are embedded in a
scaffolded way to allow programme LOs be achieved (Bryan and Clegg, 2006; Bloxham
and Boyd, 2007; Scott and Fortune, 2013; Tomas and Jessop, 2018). It is not evident from
the data that there is a structured approach to assessment planning in these programmes.
Staff report that, when designing assessment, they apply their professional knowledge
and experience but do not refer to any specific pedagogical theory underpinning the
decision: “I would say that is probably based on the fact that we have got two individuals
who have spent many years working in the Clinical Hospital Labs and we kind of put our
heads together and said, let's make this into case study based” (B5). There is no obvious
link seen between educational theory and assessment practice, similar to that described
by Bearman et al. (2017). One of the reasons stated for being unhappy with assessment
was that students did not see how the assessment would benefit their future career, as this
quote indicates: “I don't feel that assessments always reflect the information and skills
necessary to be a medical scientist”(ID 199). These programmes will benefit from a more
structured inclusion of assessment that is seen as authentic and relevant to the future
careers of the students.
7.3.2 Valid Assessment in Medical Science Education
The validity of an assessment refers to the expectation that the assessment is doing what
you want it to do (Bloxham and Boyd, 2007). The purpose of assessment must be clear,
and this fundamental principle of assessment highlights the importance of aligning
assessments to specific LOs. The staff in this study do not openly or consistently refer to
LOs when describing the design of assessment methods, they are using (section 5.5.2 and
section 6.5.3) and tend to use methods that can ‘measure’ what has been learned. While
there is concern amongst staff that students are ‘rote’ learning or that there is not the
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expected depth of knowledge demonstrated, the methods employed are predominantly
summative in nature. The main role of assessment in these programmes is that ‘of’
learning and, as such, there is an emphasis on grades or on the achievement of marks.
Students respond to assessment (Gibbs et al., 2003; Bryan and Clegg, 2006; Race, 2010),
therefore the assessment strategies employed play a role in the approach taken by
students. As some staff are concerned about the lack of depth and the ‘rote’ learning
employed, this serves to support the need to change and employ more formative
approaches to assessment to support learning, as are discussed in the next sections of this
chapter.
7.3.3 Clearly Defined Assessment Criteria
When designing a valid assessment, it is essential to have a very clear understanding of
what is being assessed (Price et al., 2008). The data (section 5.4.2) from the student
questionnaire demonstrated that there was not a clear understanding of the term
‘assessment criteria’. A strong association between criteria and achievement of marks
was seen. The data also demonstrated ‘assessment criteria’ is not a term that is used by
staff. Staff refer to assessment ‘measuring’ what has been learned (“what I have taught
them” (C3)), and there is little reference to pedagogical theory or to the roles of
assessment outside the assessment ‘of’ learning, similar to the published studies where
the reliance on assessment of learning was reported (McNulty, 2013; Panadero et al.,
2019; O’Neill and Padden, 2021).
In addition to the module and programme specific LOs, the educators on these
programmes are also now required to be aware of the specific Standards of Proficiency
(SoP) that the state registration body, CORU, require. When designing assessment, staff
will need to ensure that the assessment provides evidence that the SoP are being achieved
(CORU, 2019a). There are a number of barriers to changing assessment design seen in
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the data superficially in the theme ‘Influencers on Assessment Practice’, which are in line
with other studies (Kirkland and Sutch, 2009; Medland, 2016; O’Neill and Padden, 2021).
7.3.4 Emphasis on Assessment for Learning.
Sambell et al. (2017) describe a cyclical model of AfL that contains some key principles
supporting the role of assessment for learning (Section 2.3.2 Figure 9). As has been
discussed in the previous sections, and in line with number of published studies, the
predominant role of assessment seen in my data is the assessment ‘of’ learning (McNulty,
2013; Panadero et al., 2019).
The data gathered in this study demonstrated that staff were not aware of the term
‘assessment for and as learning’ and were also not very clear on the distinction between
FA and SA (section 5.5.4). There is a body of work to be done in developing a
standardized and shared understanding of the terminology to be used when discussing
assessment, as there is a gap in the use of the language of assessment by all stakeholders
(Price et al., 2012; Forsyth et al., 2015; Davies and Taras, 2016).
While the analysis of my data demonstrated that there are some examples of assessment
‘for’ learning in use in these programmes, e.g. use of PA by some staff, it does not appear
to be in a structured format. There is heavy emphasis on the summative assessments, with
a mixture of high and low stakes assessments in use (section 5.7.1 section 6.5.1). The use
of exemplars is not widespread throughout these programmes. There seems to be very
little evidence of students being allowed the opportunity to practice and build on the
experience. In fact, there is evidence of the opposite happening. In some instances,
assessment is seen almost as a singular event where students are compartmentalizing their
learning; “the problem is that the next time they may not do that assessment ever again”
(B2). This demonstrates the compartmentalisation of learning that can result particularly
if there is not an overall strategy for assessment across the module, the stage (year of
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study), or across the programme (Knight, 2000; Harland et al., 2015; Harland and Wald,
2021). The use of exemplars, especially in PA, has been demonstrated to increase the
positive outcomes and are included in Topping’s organisational elements of PA and in
the Centre of Biosciences GOALS process for designing SA and FA (Topping, 1998;
Orsmond et al., 2002; Smith et al., 2002; Kearney and Perkins, 2014).
In recent years, the importance of effective feedback practice and the development of
what is called the ‘new paradigm’ of feedback practice has gained traction in the literature
(Winstone and Carless, 2019). The fact that feedback practice was a theme that developed
from my data reiterates this important role that feedback plays in any conversation on
assessment. Gibbs’ conditions for assessment supporting learning (section 2.2) and the
AFL model described (section 2.3.2) demonstrate the role that feedback, both formal and
informal, has on learning (Gibbs and Simpson, 2004b; Sambell et al., 2017). For feedback
to be effective, there needs to be a two-way dialogic approach and the literacy of all
stakeholders will also influence the effectiveness of feedback (Carless, 2018; Carless and
Boud, 2018). On these programmes, the opportunity for discussion between staff and
students is generally ‘offered’ and very much relies on students taking the lead.
Assessment for learning requires rich informal feedback, and in my study both staff
(section 5.6.2) and students (section 5.4.4) expressed dissatisfaction with feedback
practice. There are a number of barriers and challenges seen in the data that result in the
reluctance or the inability of practice to change similar to what others have reported
(Deneen and Boud, 2014; Medland, 2016). When it comes to embedding assessment for
learning within these programs, there are a number of changes that both staff and the HEIs
need to embrace, as will be discussed later (section 7.3.8 and 7.3.9).
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7.3.5 Appropriate Assessment for Year of Study
It may seem obvious but the assessment task designed should be appropriate for the level
of study that the students being assessed are currently at (Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Rust,
2007; Fry et al., 2015). If we apply the principles of constructive alignment with clearly
defined and appropriate learning outcomes, then the design of the assessment should meet
this goal (Biggs and Tang, 2011; Seda UK, 2019). However, the data gathered as part of
this study on assessment design does not explicitly refer to alignment with LO. And
although there is evidence that some staff approach their assessment strategy in this way,
there is no evidence of there being a programme focussed approach to assessment.
Having a programme focussed approach to assessment would be of benefit here, as the
experience of these programmes is very similar to the teaching intensive programmes
seen in Jessop et al., (2014) and to the case study described by Harland (2015). It is
important that a programme adopts a holistic and structured approach to assessment,
ideally with students being able to apply lessons learned in one module or year of study
as they move forward within the programme (QAA, 2015). Similar to the model outlined
by the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education (2017), a horizontal and vertical integration of assessment can allow a balance
of assessment of, for and as learning to occur.
Joughin (2010) points out that ‘inappropriate assessment procedure’ may be a detriment
to the learning approaches taken by students and result in ‘surface approaches’ As pointed
out previously (section 7.3.2), one of the issues reported in my data is the lack of depth
of learning and the rote learning approach seen (section 6.5.1). I would propose that this
may be a consequence of the assessment strategy of these programmes. Due to the high
number of summative assessments and the low presence of assessment ‘for and as’
learning, there is a strong emphasis on grades seen in my data. This is not unique to these
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programmes (McNulty, 2013; Harland et al., 2015; Tomas and Jessop, 2018). Students
favour the assessment methods, especially at the lower years, that they feel helps them to
gain marks; the grade orientation of these programmes is evident in my data on students’
experiences of assessment (section 5.4.1)
It is clear to me that these programmes need to refocus the purpose of assessment in
general and that, when designing a PA activity, the ILO need to be very clearly defined
and appropriate for the students involved.
7.3.6 Allow Students to Engage with Assessment Criteria
Another aspect of assessment supporting learning and an element of Rust et al.’s (2007)
social constructive approach to assessment is the importance of engaging students with
assessment criteria. The reasons for introducing PA seen in my study included increasing
student engagement and to increase awareness of assessment criteria (section 5.5.3 and
section 6.4.1).
One of the difficulties with this is that, in order to be able to engage with the assessment
criteria, students first must have a clear understanding as to the meaning of assessment
criteria. The data from the student questionnaire supported the grade orientation
understanding of assessment, where assessment is described as a measure of what has
been learned. The importance of students (and staff) seeing the connection between
assessment criteria and intended learning outcomes is key. The published models of FA
and PA reference the importance of having clearly defined and measurable criteria
(Falchikov and Goldfinch, 2000; Sluijsmans and Prins, 2006; Orsmond and Maw, 2011;
Scott and Fortune, 2012). Therefore, it must be very clear to students what exactly is
being assessed, thus reinforcing the importance of designing a valid assessment (section
7.3.2). In particular, for PA it must be clear if it is subject specific content or if it is a
particular skill that is being assessed. This clarity will support the ability of students to be
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able to perform the activity, the literature supplies us with examples where having this
agreed understanding on assessment criteria has improved the outcomes of the activity
(Orsmond et al., 2002; Wilson, 2003; Egan and Costelloe, 2016; Tighe-Mooney et al.,
2016).
One way to ensure students have an understanding of the assessment criteria is to involve
students in assessment design (Orsmond et al., 2002; Casey et al., 2011). However, this
is not something that is common practice in these programmes. The staff on these
programmes were not aware of this happening but from the interview discussions they
did appear open to the idea.
7.3.7 Allow Students to Develop the Skills of Reviewing
PA encourages students to engage with assessment criteria, to see the work of their peers
and to generate feedback and offer constructive comments on this work. Built into the
design and application of any PA activity must be the mechanisms to support this. As we
have seen previously from the data, feedback and feedback practice is not perfect in these
programmes (section 6.5.2). Staff report on ‘time’ as an issue in effective feedback
practice. The didactic approach to T&L means emphasis is put on the delivery of material
and students are not, in reality, given much time to engage at an appropriate level (section
5.5). There is no real evidence of the ‘slow scholarship’ posited by Harland et al. (2015).
PA is one means by how this can be improved upon.
The data gathered here shows that similar to other studies students had a lack of trust in
peers assessing their work, the opinion that peers were not the experts or didn't have
sufficient knowledge was evident (Casey et al., 2011; Planas Lladó et al., 2014; Tai, 2018;
To and Panadero, 2019). These negative comments demonstrate a lack of understanding
as to the role of AfL or the role of FA approaches such as PA. The summative nature of
the activity means that the stakes are considered higher and, as such, this may be the
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reason for the reported dissatisfaction. There is significant learning in PA achieved from
being a reviewer rather than a reviewee (Mulder et al., 2014). If the assessment criteria
are clear for students, and they have a clear understanding as to what the intent or purpose
of the PA activity is, they will be more likely to engage with and benefit from the activity
(Casey et al., 2011; Weaver and Esposto, 2012; Wagner, 2016). Staff must be aware of
the need to prepare students for the activity and to ensure the formative role of PA is
unambiguous. PA must not be seen as a way of simply replacing the role of the lecturer
and students need to understand how they benefit from participating in the PA activity
(Wilson et al., 2015). For students to engage with the criteria and to develop their skills
of reviewing and offering feedback, we must refer back to the principles of AfL and to
the importance of offering students opportunities to practice assessment in a low stakes
environment with formal and informal feedback (Kearney and Perkins, 2014; Sambell et
al., 2017). Therefore, in any framework for the inclusion of PA the design of the activity
should incorporate this.
7.3.8 Supported by Staff
As we have seen in sections 7.3.1 to 7.3.7, staff play an essential role in the design and
the management of PA. The published work in the area of PA clearly states the
importance of planning and preparation for PA to be successful (Falchikov, 2004;
Sluijsmans and Prins, 2006; Reinholz, 2016; Adachi et al., 2018b). This was also seen in
the data collected in this study (section 6.4.1). The design and management of effective
assessment as discussed in the earlier sections of this chapter require that staff are
knowledgeable of the role of assessment in supporting learning and that they are capable
of supporting a more formative approach to assessment.
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Figure 53 Staff support peer assessment

Figure 53 above illustrates the critical role of staff in the design, management, and support
of effective PA. Staff awareness of the theory of assessment including an understanding
of the role of assessment ‘for and as’ learning are fundamental. The staff in this study
were generally not aware of this role (sections 5.5.4, 5.6.4 and 6.5.3), and, in general,
there was a gap identified in the language of assessment for these staff that needs to be
resolved. It is therefore essential in the design of PA that staff have very clearly identified
the reason for the assessment i.e. that the assessment is aligned to a specific LO, and that
they are clear that the method chosen facilitates this (valid assessment) (Biggs and Tang,
2010; Fry et al., 2015). Similarly the data, presented in chapter 5 and collated in chapter
6, demonstrates that there is not a clear understanding by the study participants with
respect to the terms associated with assessment. If PA is being used formatively, then
staff and students both need to have a clear understanding of what this actually means.
Negatives associated with PA, both in the literature and in the data gathered as part of my
study, are often seen in relation to PA being used summatively (Wen and Tsai, 2006;
McGarrigle, 2013; Ashenafi, 2017). The use of PA to support learning in a more
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formative manner will minimise some of these issues, PA in practice should have an
emphasis on AfL, with less emphasis on the summative nature of assessment (Willey and
Gardner, 2009; Snowball and Mostert, 2013). The data from these programmes
demonstrates the grade orientation of the staff and students so education is required to
ensure a clear understanding of the role of AFL for staff and students.
Staff are required to design assessment so it is at the appropriate level for the student.
Staff must make the decision that the activity that is being used to assess is appropriate,
this is related to the validity of the activity and to the constructive alignment to the LO
(Bloxham and Boyd, 2007; Bearman et al., 2016) . It is essential that staff are aware of
this requirement when it comes to the design of assessment. If there is a programme
approach to assessment and awareness of the other types of assessments that are being
used throughout the programme, then this will support staff in their own assessment
design to support student learning (Schuwirth and Van der Vleuten, 2011; McDowell,
2012). It was noted during the staff interviews that staff on these programmes do attempt
to work together and there are informal discussions regarding assessment that influence
practice change however, there appears to be room for improvement in establishing a
formal programme focus to assessment (section 6.5.3).
As discussed in section 7.3.6, PA allows students to engage with assessment criteria
(Orsmond et al., 2002; Wilson, 2003; Egan and Costelloe, 2016; Tighe-Mooney et al.,
2016). It is important that all stakeholders are very clear as to what is being assessed.
Once again, a shared understanding of what is meant by assessment criteria is important.
However, this is not the situation currently. Staff need to be very clear as to what the
criteria for each assessment task are and to communicate this to the students. It has been
demonstrated that involving students in the development of the criteria assists in their
understanding (Orsmond et al., 2002; Casey et al., 2011).
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When it comes to the implementation of the PA activity, there needs to be sufficient
support so that students are guided through the activity. Staff must scaffold the activity
so the students are given time to understand the role of PA, that they have knowledge of
the activity, and sufficient time for the generation and review of peer feedback (section
2.6.3) (Falchikov and Goldfinch, 2000; Kearney and Perkins, 2014). This will require
staff to introduce some changes to their current practice. In my data describing current
assessment practice (section 6.5.1), staff reported feeling under time pressure with respect
to assessment, due to the emphasis on the delivery of material. In order to support PA,
staff need to plan, prepare and manage the activity so that students can construct their
knowledge as they navigate through the activity. One way that staff can do this is to build
in time for practice and staff should consider the use of examples to help to clarify the
assessment criteria and increase engagement (Orsmond et al., 2002).
The academic discourse analysed in chapter 2 demonstrated the essential role of feedback
in order for assessment to effectively support student learning (Hattie and Timperley,
2007; Wiliam, 2011; Carless and Boud, 2018). This was also seen in my data with
Feedback Practice seen as a theme in the data (section 6.5.2). How feedback will be
delivered must be considered when designing assessment and not seen as an afterthought
that may or may not occur (Boud and Dawson, 2021). The current practice on these
programmes is not ideal and PA can offer the opportunity for a more dialogic approach
to be incorporated into these programmes (Casey et al., 2011; To and Panadero, 2019).
With an emphasis on AfL, staff should design assessment that includes the opportunity
for informal feedback. As students will be offering feedback to their peers, the preparation
students receive and their understanding of the assessment criteria will be crucially
important. In supporting PA staff must design an assessment task that allows students the
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opportunity to express their understanding of the criteria and whether others have met
these criteria (Tighe-Mooney et al., 2016).
In the design and management of PA, staff can support the effectiveness of the activity
by the use of technology. By using the VLE to manage the activity it can help to alleviate
some of the negatives reported in the data with respect to fairness and a requirement for
the activity to be anonymous, technology can also assist in the delivery of constructive
feedback to peers (Wilson et al., 2015; Chen, 2016; Tai, 2018; Gillanders et al., 2020).
This study demonstrated that staff are concerned that students are ‘rote’ learning or that
there is not the expected depth of knowledge demonstrated by students. To change this,
there needs to be a change to the assessment strategies of these programmes. Staff need
to introduce assessment methods that allow students time to reflect on their learning, the
slow scholarship advocated by Harland (2015), the structured inclusion of PA is one way
in which this can be achieved. Staff must design and manage PA so that there is time for
students to reflect on what has been learned.
There are a number of challenges to changing assessment practice reported in the data
(section 6.5.3). While some of these barriers are seen as outside the control of the staff,
there are some small changes that can be implemented once staff are knowledgeable of
the alternatives, changing the weightings or the timing of assessment and introducing a
more programmatic focus to the assessment strategies are all examples of these changes
that staff can introduce (Carless and Zhou, 2015). In order to be able to design and
implement effective assessments that support learning and are more formative in nature,
staff must have the necessary resources, training and CPD provided that is fully supported
by institute policy. This will be discussed in the next section of this chapter.
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7.3.9 Supported by Higher Education Institute
As discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.1.4, assessment is a requirement for evaluation and
QA of programmes and, as such, HEIs have policies and procedures in place for
assessment. As was seen in my data, the policies in these institutes are focused more on
this role of assessment (section 5.7.2). Banta refers to the policies being seen as
aspirational and that institutes need to relate these policies to practice. The HEI has a
central role in supporting assessment and in the implementation of a programme focussed,
structured assessment strategy. The below figure illustrates the key element (components)
that HEI can implement to support PA being introduced into these programmes.

Figure 54 Role of HEI in supporting PA

Changes to assessment policies should be supported by theory and evidence from TLA
literature and this should be communicated to staff (Bearman et al., 2016). For example,
in one of the institutes in this study there was a policy change introduced that permitted
only 3 modules per semester be assessed by FE (other modules must be 100% CA). Staff
in the HEI did not refer to this policy. When discussing the move to 100% CA, staff saw
this as resource saving measure, with implications for their workload, as opposed to a
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change that was supporting student learning. The policies that the HEI write in relation
to assessment need to be more than the marks and standards approach (section 5.7.2).
There needs to be visibility at policy level of the role of assessment for and as learning
and staff need to be informed and aware of these policies. Staff felt, however, that their
HEI will support changes in assessment practice and that there is a culture of support of
innovation (section 5.5.5), which would mean that there is scope for these changes to be
implemented.
Changing policy is outside the scope of this study, however, it is a recommendation that
the HEIs ensure that there is a culture of, and policies to support, innovation in
assessment, and that AfL is visible in the institutions.
Understanding the role of PA in supporting learning is important and it will benefit the
staff to know where and how the method is being used in their programme (Heeneman et
al., 2015; Bearman et al., 2016; Ellis and Hogard, 2016). The HEI can support this by
ensuring that there is a culture where assessment is discussed and is seen as an integral
component of a programme team’s role. One way that this can be introduced is to have a
programme focussed approach to assessment. The programme teams need to have clear
understanding of the overall assessment strategy of the programme and assessment can
be designed so that it is incremental and appropriate (Knight, 2000; Brunton et al., 2016).
The data from this study has shown that there are gaps in the knowledge of staff in relation
to assessment and to the language associated with assessment (section 5.5.4 and 6.5.3). It
is important then that HEI support staff availing of CPD in the area of TLA. It is also
equally important that this training is ongoing, staff need to be able to keep up to date
with advances and changes in the area. It is clear that staff need some education in the
fundamentals of assessment, the role of assessment in supporting learning and there needs
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to be a shared understanding of the terminology associated with assessment such as
formative assessment, summative assessment, LO and constructive alignment (Evans,
2016a). The HEI can support the PD of their staff by offering CPD but also by supporting
the logistics of staff being able to engage with these resources such as timetabling and
time allocation for attendance (Adachi et al., 2018a).
While the HEIs in my study do have training and resources available to staff, staff stated
that they can feel somewhat overwhelmed. There was also the opinion expressed that
some colleagues may be reluctant to embrace change, the participants in this study
however demonstrated that there is willingness to improve practice, staff want to do the
best for their students (section 6.5.3). The adaptation of formal PFA methodology may
assist in this as outlined above. Starting small with changes can be effective (Deneen and
Boud, 2014; Carless and Zhou, 2015). To support staff changing their practice, the HEI
could develop a community of practice or have assessment champions available. Sharing
practice was noted in the data in the theme Influencers on Assessment Practice (section
6.5.3). Keeping this local within programmes or within departments could be a starting
point for institutes and would support staff in introducing PA in their
modules/programmes (section 5.6.6 and 6.5.3). HEIs could also offer practical support to
staff in the implementation of more formative assessments; timetabling supports and
resources such as the use of flexible learning rooms would be helpful (section 6.5.3).
7.4

Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework for use in Medical Science
Education

In the previous sections of this chapter, I have taken the seven key principles of PA taken
from my analysis of the literature (chapter 2 section 2.7) and discussed them in light of
the findings presented in chapters 5 and 6. The output from this is the synthesis of a novel
framework that supports the inclusion of PA in a programme. The Pragmatic Peer
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Assessment Framework (PPAF) has been developed for practitioners or institutes to guide
them in the successful use of PA. Figure 55 is an illustration of the key points discussed
in section 7.3 of this chapter. As discussed, staff play a key role in the effective design
and management of PA. Together with the HEI, staff can support the inclusion of more
formative assessment in these programmes. The importance of the partnership and the
dialogic approach to assessment and feedback are fundamental to the success of PA in
supporting learning.
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Figure 55 Pragmatic Peer Assessment Framework (PPAF) for Medical Science
Education
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I have chosen to describe my framework as ‘pragmatic’, signifying that this research that
was carried out, as described in Chapter 3, within the pragmatic paradigm. Pragmatism
is a research paradigm commonly associated with ER and with a ‘practice-driven’
approach (Denscombe, 2008; Cohen et al., 2018). Educational research is pragmatic in
nature, educational researchers want to gain knowledge to inform their actions (Biesta
and Burbules, 2003; Cohen et al., 2018). The founders of pragmatism were concerned
with the application of the research and the focus was on the research question (Cresswell,
2013). Pragmatism adopts a pluralistic approach to methodology, drawing on both
positivist and interpretive approaches (Cohen et al., 2013). The use of mixed methods in
pragmatic research allows the gathering of data appropriate for studying the area of
interest (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). Mertens (2014) summarised this by stating that
the pragmatic researcher undertakes to determine the workability of any potential ‘line of
action’. Mertens (2014) also refers to Dewey’s assertion that the researcher may need to
interact with members to understand and address issues.
This philosophical stance is what informed the approach taken to my research and to the
development of a framework that was workable for practitioners and could be applied in
practice. Pragmatists recognise that there are multiple realities, this was acknowledged in
my study. I gathered the experiences and opinions of both staff and students with respect
to assessment practice, recognising that the experiences and opinions of the same
activities can be varied. This was not a study that sought to analyse and interpret
individual participant journeys. With reference to the aim of the research and to my
personal motivation (section 1.2) it was important to ensure that the output of this study
was more than a theoretical framework . Having a framework that practitioners in medical
science could implement into their practice was a crucial output for me. This framework
developed from a combination of conceptual and practical data, based on my distillation
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of the literature and the analysis of the empirical data. The pragmatic nature of this
framework was complemented by the expert review group, as outlined in Chapter 9,
noting that this supports the relevance and adaptation of my framework.
In Chapter 2, section 2.3.2, I presented an analysis of the literature on the role of
assessment in supporting learning. From my engagement with the literature, the core
principles of assessment in supporting student learning have been identified. These
principles include that assessment is designed to be authentic and should allow students
the opportunity to engage with assessment criteria, to receive, and possibly generate
feedback through a dynamic dialogue cycle. Figure 6 demonstrates how both the design
and the management of an assessment activity are key in ensuring that the assessment
supports student learning, the framework presented here incorporates these principles.
The principles of AfL described by Sambell et al. (2012) are a key influencer in the
development of this framework. Within the framework (Figure 55) is the opportunity
for students to engage with assessment criteria, to have low stakes assessment that allows
for practice and assists in building student’s confidence. Also built into my framework
is the opportunity for students to get both formal and informal feedback, that will assist
in the growth and development of self-evaluation skills (Boud et al., 1999).
As this is a practice-based study, the next section of this chapter presents a model
developed from the above framework that can be used by staff in the introduction of PA
into their module.
7.5

Model for the Adoption of the PPAF

In chapter 1, I explained how the objectives of my study were to interrogate current
practices and to develop a framework for PA that can be applied within the existing
constraints that academics and students find themselves. The scope of this study was not
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to change assessment culture within these organisations but to provide staff with a
practical framework to support a change in practice. The framework, presented in section
7.4, can be used to support the inclusion of PA as part of assessment strategies on these
programmes. In this section, I present a model of how this framework could be applied
by a staff member. The model as presented here is illustrated as a series of steps. Not all
steps will be applicable in every scenario, however, they are included to prompt a staff
member in ensuring that they have reflected on this area and have incorporated the
element into their design if necessary. Figure 56 illustrates the model for the inclusion of
PA in a module based on the PA framework outlined in section 7.4 of this chapter.
As seen in the literature, and from the developed framework, when it comes to PA the
planning of the activity is an essential component and time must be given to this aspect
of the activity (Falchikov, 2004; Sluijsmans and Prins, 2006; Reinholz, 2016; Adachi et
al., 2018b). There are a number of questions that need to be incorporated into the planning
supported within the framework described above.
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Figure 56 Model to Adopt PPAF
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As a starting point to include PA in an assessment strategy, it is important, as with any
assessment activity, that there are clear ILO for the activity. Prior to any decision on PA,
a staff member may take the opportunity to talk to a colleague that has experience of using
PA or to a member of staff that has been identified as an assessment champion or
assessment mentor in their HEI.
The first stage of introducing PA into any assessment strategy will be, at a minimum, to
answer the following questions: What exactly is being assessed? Is it a specific skill or
content knowledge? What is the role of this assessment; is it summative or formative
only? What year of study are these students? Have these students any previous experience
with PA? From these questions, the ILO of the actual assessment can be clearly defined.
Once the ILO is clearly defined, the assessment method can be decided upon. It is advised
that methods used are seen as authentic and are appropriate for the year of study.
Laboratory reports, case studies, scientific posters, question generation, data handling
exercises, oral presentations, and scientific paper writing are all examples of authentic
assessment methods that can be used in medical science programmes. These methods are
aligned to the assessment of core knowledge and the SoPs required to practise as a
medical scientist. It is also recommended that students are made aware of reason for the
assessment method chosen.
The next step in the design process involves the generation of clear and specific
assessment criteria. Assessment criteria must be aligned to the ILO and staff may choose
to involve the students in developing the criteria. It is important that the criteria are
discussed with students, this dialogue process allows the opportunity to clarify the criteria
and also to develop a shared understanding of the language being used. Staff may develop
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a resource such as a marking descriptor or a grading rubric either alone or in consultation
with their students which can be used to clarify the assessment criteria.
Staff subsequently need to explain the specifics of the task, these details must be aligned
to the assessment criteria that have been previously defined and discussed with students.
As part of the task will involve PA, staff must also include a discussion as to what PA is,
and openly explain the role of students and staff when it comes to PA. The nature of this
discussion will depend on the students’ prior experience of PA and also their familiarity
with more formative approaches to assessment.
To support students’ engagement with PA, staff may choose to offer students the
opportunity to complete a practice run. This is especially important if there is a summative
element to the PA. The practice will develop students’ understanding of the assessment
criteria in practice. The literature analysis and the empirical data has demonstrated that
negatives associated with PA are often linked to the assignment of marks, so it is
suggested to use a marking descriptor a rubric or more qualitative comments be used
rather than numerical grading. It is important that staff and students are clear that the
learning associated with PA is linked to reviewing the work of others and this should be
stressed in the discussions with students on PA (Mulder et al., 2014).
Once the task has been planned and time allocated to the discussions outlined above,
students are given time to complete and submit their work. Depending on the task, staff
may use the VLE in their institute to distribute assignments to other students for ‘peer
assessment’ this way the activity can be performed anonymously (Wilson et al., 2015;
Chen, 2016; Tai, 2018; Gillanders et al., 2020).
Students are allocated time to ‘assess’ the work of their classmate using the guides or
material developed. In the introductory discussions on PA, the expectations and the role
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of the peer reviewer should be outlined to students. It is important that the comments
given by students are constructive and aligned to the assessment criteria. This process
should be complete by a set time, it might be an idea to incorporate this into a class session
or ask students to complete this in lieu of other work. By the agreed deadline, students
submit their peer assessment (electronic/ paper).
Staff oversee the PA process and may choose to review a sample of the feedback
comments prior to release to the class. Students subsequently receive the peer feedback
and are given time to review the comments received. If the task is to be marked by staff,
students could be given the opportunity to revise their submission based on the peer
comments and resubmit a final version. If this is not feasible, a discussion around the
purpose of the peer feedback and how this feedback is applicable to the next opportunity
they carry out a similar task in any module on the programme would be of benefit to the
students.
To complete the assessment cycle, after completion of the activity students could be given
time to reflect on the process and what they have learned from the activity. This could be
submitted as a reflective piece of writing or simply be a discussion point in a tutorial
session. Together, staff and students can review the activity and offer suggestions for the
next iteration of the PA activity.
Although the model outlined here has developed from the empirical data gathered from
medical science programmes it has the potential to be adopted by staff members in any
HE programme. There is a requirement that the HEI support staff CPD and develop a
culture within which this model will function and support a deeper approach to learning
by students (section 7.3.9). Students too have a role and responsibilities in ensuring the
success of AfL (2021b).
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7.6

Conclusions drawn from Chapter 7

In this chapter, I have presented the seven key principles of PA taken from my analysis
of the literature (chapter 2 section 2.7) and discussed them in light of the findings
presented in chapters 5 and 6. The distillation of this discussion has resulted in the
development of the PPAF as described in section 7.4 and a supporting model for the
inclusion of PA as part of an assessment strategy (section 7.5).
It can be concluded that staff play a key role in the effectiveness of any assessment
activity, but this is especially evident when discussing PA. The design, plan, and
management of PA is key to its success as previous published models pointed this out.
The findings from this study demonstrated that there are deficiencies in the knowledge of
staff in relation to the theory of assessment. Areas such as understanding assessment
terminology, the roles of assessment and effective feedback practice need some focus, the
model (section 7.5) presented for use by staff assists as a way of supporting staff in the
design and management of PA.
The HEI plays an important role in supporting staff with respect to assessment. HEIs can
assist in ensuring the gaps in the knowledge base of staff regarding effective assessment
can be bridged through training and CPD. Some practical supports through timetabling
and establishing a mentoring system could also be a major benefit to staff. The PPAF can
be implemented within the current constraints; however, there are recommendations that
the HEI can do to support.
The adoption of PPAF in these programmes will allow a more formative approach to
assessment, which may result in the reduction of the grade orientation of the stakeholders
and increase the awareness of the role of assessment supporting learning.
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Feedback practice was one area that was of concern seen in the findings, based on the
AfL model outlined by Sambell et al. (2016) the PPAF allows for informal and formal
feedback to be incorporated into the assessment supporting improvement in feedback
practice.
The PPAF includes the opportunity for staff and students to discuss the assessment
criteria, increased awareness of assessment criteria is an output of effective PA and helps
in students developing their skills of becoming more independent learners.
The time to reflect on the activity incorporated into the PPAF also allows for the
introduction of slow scholarship and learning through reflection, which can be powerful
in supporting student learning.
The framework developed for the pragmatic approach to PA in these programmes and the
model outlined can be implemented within the current constraints. The framework may
require some changes to practice; thus staff may need to prioritise time for discussions on
PA that they would previously have used to deliver material. The positives associated
with PA means that both staff and students will reap the benefits by increasing student
engagement, increased student understanding of assessment criteria and the development
of students’ ability to deliver constructive feedback aligned with these criteria. These
make this readjustment to practice worthwhile. Staff, students, and HEI all play a role in
ensuring that PA is a success. The planning of the activity, adopting a dialogic approach
to assessment and ensuring that sufficient time for student engagement is allocated are all
key to the success of PA in supporting learning.
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CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

8.1

Introduction to Chapter 8

In this concluding chapter, in line with the approach adopted by Onwuegbuzie and Leech
(2005), I widen my focus from the specific data analysis to assess both the significance
of the study’s findings and to evaluate the potential for development and implementation
of the framework. The chapter also outlines the study’s contribution to knowledge,
alongside a consideration of its limitations, an indication of future research directions that
the study can lead to and, finally, some concluding remarks.
This research study set out to investigate current assessment practice in undergraduate
medical science education in the RoI. As was comprehensively outlined in Chapter 1, the
current landscape for medical science education is complex and multi-faceted. In order to
develop a robust framework for peer assessment (PA), it was necessary to complete an
overview of current practices. The overall aim of my study was to develop a framework
to support staff in including PA as part of their assessment strategy for these programmes.
Given that the advantages and benefits of PA are strongly established in the published
literature, it is my contention that this important element of assessment practice should
find a place within current medical science education practices in the RoI. Furthermore,
given the specific and highly regulated nature of medical science education, it is necessary
for PA to be introduced in a measured and controlled manner, such as the framework
delineates.
Chapter 1 of this thesis introduced the study and set the context. Chapter 2 presented an
analysis of the literature in the area of assessment in HE, with a focus on PA. In chapter
3, the research design and methodology were presented. The focus of the following three
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chapters (Chapters 4, 5 and 6) was narrowed to the specific findings of this study,
including discussion and conclusions aligned to the study objectives, sub-objectives and
the themes drawn from the data. In chapter 7, the conclusions from my data and the
conclusions drawn from my analysis of the literature (Section 2.7) were distilled, leading
to the development of the PPAF (section 7.4).
8.2

Conclusions Drawn from this Study

This study is the first of its kind on the assessment practices in the three undergraduate
medical science programmes in the RoI, with particular attention to PA, and adds to the
overall picture of assessment in HE in the RoI. The output of this study has been the
development of the PPAF for the inclusion of PA in medical science HE programmes in
the RoI, together with a model for the practical adaptation of PA in these programmes
(Chapter 7). The framework developed resulted from the distillation of the findings from
my research and the conclusions drawn from my analysis of the literature (sections 2.7
and 7.4). Conclusions drawn from the framework development are presented in section
7.7. In this chapter, I present the conclusions drawn from this study when a broader view
is taken.
This study has confirmed that assessment in the HE context is not straightforward. Indeed,
it is complex and the various roles that assessment plays can be confusing (McDowell et
al., 2009; Price et al., 2011). Thus, it is essential that these roles are clearly articulated
and understood by all the stakeholders (Rust and O'Donovan, 2003b; Forsyth et al., 2015;
National Forum, 2017a). In order to meet the requirements of the professional bodies or
the state registration board, the emphasis on SA as part of the education and training is
understandable. CORU requires that the summative assessment used to make decisions
on progression be clearly distinguished (CORU, 2019a). These programmes are teaching
intensive and staff are understandably focussed on the delivery of those units of content
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necessary for accreditation. However, as the research in the area shows, and as outlined
in chapter 2, there are unequivocal benefits for students if AfL were to be included as a
component of the assessment strategies of these programmes. In this regard, the
prominent place of SA currently needs to be interrogated and new models investigated.
This study has responded to that need and the resulting framework is designed to enhance
the assessment strategies currently in place. While there is evidence of innovation and
authentic assessment in practice and evidence that staff generally feel their HEI would
support them in changing practice, there is a need expressed for explicit guidance in order
to properly embed PA in their practice (Chapter 5). The findings from this study and the
adaption of the PPAF is one way that this can be initiated.
It is clear that the language and the processes of assessment must be clearly defined (Price
et al., 2012; Davies and Taras, 2016; Bearman et al., 2017). One of the changes envisaged
by the implementation of my framework is the establishment of a shared glossary of terms
that can then be used consistently throughout documentation referring to assessment, both
with students and with staff. In this way, all stakeholders become familiarised with the
‘language of assessment’, which in turn enables its normalisation as part of broader
academic conversations.
When it comes to effective assessment, it is important that there is sufficient time spent
in planning the activity/task and in identifying what the role of the task is. Planning the
activity must incorporate how students will be supported throughout the process and how
and when feedback is incorporated (Gibbs and Simpson, 2005; Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2020;
Hoo et al., 2021) (Chapter 2 section 2.2). This study has demonstrated that there is room
for improvement in this area across these three programmes. Staff need to be educated in
the power of effective feedback and in how to move away from the monologic to a more
dialogic approach. The PPAF framework provide robust guidance in this area and gives
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multiple opportunities for formal and informal feedback opportunities that will support
students in their learning as discussed in Chapter 7 (section 7.4).
A critical element, which has emerged as a result of my research, has been the importance
of effective communication in order to support student engagement on the one hand but
also the development of understanding of assessment criteria and, more generally, the
role of assessment by all stakeholders, students, staff, the wider institution and the
accreditation bodies. This communication must be multi-directional including that
between staff and students; between members of the programme team, and within the
broader context of the HEI. Effective transversal education will support staff in moving
towards strategic changes in assessment and engaging with policy changes within their
institutions.
This study has revealed to me the importance of training and resources in effecting
fundamental changes to practice. Staff need to be supported in their CPD and provided
with the necessary supports to implement changes to practice. Staff reported that for
them, a staff resource in terms of the provision of practical support was the most critical
component in effecting change. The importance of those informal ‘chats’, indeed all
informal forms of workplace communication, cannot be underestimated. As well as
supports for staff, training for students is also critical. Students must learn about different
assessment types and - especially when discussing PA - students need to be supported in
the activity and informed as to what their role is. The use of exemplars or practice
sessions, as seen in the literature, can assist with this (Hendry et al., 2011; Scoles et al.,
2013; Kearney and Perkins, 2014).
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The findings from my study are in broad alignment with literature in the field of TLA and
could help to both shape policy and effect practical change in the area of PA. While the
focus was on medical science undergraduate programmes, as was clearly outlined in
chapter 1, the PPAF has potential for broader applicability in other areas.
8.3

Contributions to knowledge

While it is clearly demonstrated in the literature that assessment is of vital importance in
HE, and that it plays a major role in how students learn, there is little published on
assessment for Medical Scientists in the Irish education sector. This study supplies us
with the first comprehensive picture of current assessment practice within Irish medical
science undergraduate education. Presented here are the experiences and opinions of both
staff and students that add to the knowledge of assessment in Irish HE context. In addition
to the evaluation of assessment practices, the thesis has also developed an original
framework. During the course of this study, many of the main findings have been
presented at conferences and published in peer reviewed journals, as outlined in Table 16
below.
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Table 16 Details of public presentations given, and papers published from this study.

Date
June 2016

Conference/ Journal Title
Assessment in Higher Education
(AHE) Seminar Day,
Manchester

Title
An Exploratory
Investigation of the use of
Peer Assessment in a
Biomedical Science
Programme:
A GMIT Case Study

2017

All Ireland Journal of Teaching
and Learning in Higher
Education (AISHE-J), Vol. 9,
no.2 (2017)

October
2018

All Ireland Conference on
Learning, Teaching and
Assessment in Further and
Higher Education
(AILTA2018), Dublin

2019

AISHE-J, Vol. 11 No. 1 (2019)

June 2019

AHE Conference, Manchester

2020

Practitioner Research in Higher
Education (PRHE), v13, n1,
p37-56, 2020.

Peer Assessment in Medical
Science: An exploration of
one programme’s approach
to peer assessment,
including staff and student
perception
Irish Medical Science
Education: An Exploration
of the Attitudes and
Experiences of Students
with Respect to Assessment
Practices
Irish Medical Science
Education: An Exploration
of the Experiences and
Attitudes of Undergraduate
Students with Respect to
Assessment Practices
Peer Assessment in Irish
Medical Science Education
– the experiences and views
of educators
Peer assessment in Irish
medical science
education: Exploring staff
assessment literacy
and assessment practice.

The exploratory stage findings, as discussed in Chapter 4 of this thesis, were the first to
be presented and published. The experiences and opinions of students in relation to
assessment in these programmes as presented in Chapter 5 (section 5.4) were presented
at AILTA 2018 and published in AISHE-J, Vol. 11 No. 1 (2019). Following this, findings
from the staff questionnaire, as outlined in Section 5.5 of this thesis, was presented June
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2019 at the AHE Conference, Manchester, and subsequently published in Practitioner
Research in Higher Education (PRHE), v13, n1, p37-56 2020.
Plans for dissemination nationally include the presentation of the framework along with
the model for adaptation at the biannual conferences of the Irish medical science
professional body ACSLM; namely LabCon and Biomedica, Dublin.
While the above presentations and publications constitute direct contributions to the area
of T&L and add to the academic discourse on assessment in Irish HE context, this study
has also allowed me to make more indirect contributions. In this regard, I have
participated and contributed to the discussion on assessment in HE at a national level. As
a consequence of this research, I was invited to be part of the expert collaboration group
with the NFT&L contributing to the enhancement theme; ‘Assessment OF/FOR/AS
learning’. In November 2018, I participated in the QQI green paper consultation, ‘Let’s
talk about Assessment’.
In addition to contributing to the discourse on assessment at a national level, I have also
been involved at a more local level within my own institute. As pointed out in Chapter 1
(section 1.2.3.2) my motivation to undertake this study was to improve my own practice
and to support others in improving their practice. An output of this study has been my
involvement within my own institute as a member of the T&L team being part of the
programme team for the MA in Teaching and Learning. I have been an active member of
the supervisory panel for the Thesis in Education Science module, supporting colleagues
in their educational research and in the dissemination of this research. I was also the
academic representative on a group that developed a practical Assessment Guideline
document as a resource for academic staff in my institute. As part of my contribution to
building a broader community of support for practitioners in the institute, I facilitated
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weekly ‘Shut Up and Write’ sessions (2017 – 2020) to help strengthen the supports for
our academic progress. Figure 57 below is a graphical representation of the contributions
to knowledge made to date.

Peer Reviewed
Publications,
Conference
Presentations
National Forum for
Teaching and
Learning Collaboration

Institute Level

•MA T&L
•Contributer to
documentation
•SU&W Facilitator

Figure 57 Illustration of contributions to knowledge made to date

8.4

Scope and Limitations

As outlined in Chapter 1, this study is a practice-driven study. A pragmatic subjective
approach was taken, and the methods used were a mixture of both qualitative and
quantitative. The aim of this study was to investigate current practice and to develop a
framework that can be applied within the existing constraints that academics and students
find themselves. The aim and objectives of this study were clearly defined and the design
rooted in my theoretical and philosophical assumptions. The research process adapted
was rigorous, reflexive and at all times every effort was made to ensure that I remained
objective (see chapter 3).
One limitation of this study may be the research design, as outlined above and presented
in Chapter 3 if, if the study was designed differently would the results also be different?
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An additional limitation may be that, as a medical scientist, my interpretation could be
different from that of another education researcher. I am familiar with the language and
the approaches taken in medical science education and, as such, may have understood
where others may not. By being aware of any potential effect that I could introduce to
the study meant that I took every measure to ensure that these were minimised (chapter 3
section 3.9).
It is important to underscore that this study was not directed at changing policy within
these institutes. It was not within the scope of this study to change institute policies.
However, there is an expectation that the HEIs will support the framework as outlined in
section 7.3.9. The supports advocated in the PPAF developed are in line with the
academic discourse in T&L. Therefore, an outcome from this study is that there may be
a need for some alterations to policy or introduction of supports that HEIs may consider
for their staff and students.
The scope of this study did not extend to professional practice, employers or practice
educators were not part of the study population. Practice placement is an integral part of
these programmes. The assessment of practice placement is certainly an area that is of
interest and warrants further investigation. I plan on collaborating with colleagues in the
two other institutes to carry out research in the area of the assessment of practice
placement. I would aim to document how practice educators currently assess students on
practical placement and to develop tools to support them in this role. I would also
advocate that the programme team work towards establishing a community of practice
for our practice educators. In this way, best and evidence-based practice can be shared.
This study took place pre Covid-19 and data was collected prior to the move to online
delivery, thus the changes to assessment strategies that the public health restrictions
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brought are therefore not included. The forced move to the online environment for many
programmes has certainly resulted in increased conversations around assessment and in
some cases assessment methodologies were forced to change. It is unknown if the
opinions and experiences of staff and students with respect to assessment, on the three
programmes under investigation here, will have changed dramatically as a result of the
global pandemic. This is an area that is already the subject of current research and which
will warrant further investigation as the impact of the pandemic subsides.
8.5

Future Directions

The aim and objectives of this research study have been met and have provided us with a
sound understanding of the current assessment practice, the opinions, and the experiences
of the staff and students on these programmes. The framework that has been developed
as part of this study has not been trialled, nor has the model for the introduction of PA
into a module been applied, therefore, the next stage of this research will be to trial the
framework. The reporting of this study is very timely as in the next academic year in my
HEI we are moving forward to programmatic review. Having current data on how staff
and students experience assessment and on their opinions of assessment practice will thus
be very relevant and can feed into the programmatic review. The PPAF can function as
a starting point, as well as a focus for discussions around incorporating a more AfL
approach into our programme. My own expertise in this area will also contribute to the
process and, as a means of supporting a more programme-focussed approach to
assessment, I have recently successfully completed the National Forum’s open-access PD
short courses ‘Programme Focussed Assessment PFA’ and ‘Programme Focussed
Assessment (Facilitator)’. This ongoing training will further enhance my capacity to
shape policy change around assessment practice in my own institution.
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This current study is also feeding into a larger project across the Connacht Ulster Alliance
(CUA). The Re-imagining Assessment and Feedback for Student Success project,
involves GMIT, IT Sligo and Letterkenny IT. The B.Sc. (Hons) Medical Science
programme is one of the programmes involved. This project is due to commence in
September 2021. As outlined in the previous section (section 8.4), the data presented
here was collected pre-Covid 19. The new project will examine the changes that the move
to an online environment for delivery and assessment have necessitated with the findings
from this study feeding into the project design.
The data gathered as part of this study has been interrogated relating to the specified aim
and objectives. There is, however, the potential to analyse the data with a different
research question and to use this as the foundation for future studies. Colleagues that are
pursuing the MA in T&L are interested in building on this research and one area that we
will be researching is in relation to feedback and the improvement of feedback practice.
In this final section, I offer some reflections on the nature of the research journey and its
impact on me, both personally and professionally.
8.6

Concluding Remarks

The aim and objectives of this study, as outlined in chapter 1, have been met. Although
this research study has come to an end, I look forward to continuing on my journey of
enquiry. The PPAF developed will be used to inform my own practice but will also be
available to colleagues across the three institutes to support the inclusion of PA and AfL
within their modules. The findings from this study will also serve as a starting point for
future studies.
This research has kindled a fire in me that I will endeavour to tend. I look forward to
supporting my colleagues in implementing the PPAF. I will continue to gather the
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evidence on which decisions on how to improve assessment practice can be based, so that
our students will enter into their chosen profession with both the knowledge and skills to
succeed.
To finish, I refer to Maya Angelou’s memorable words which in their simplicity, capture
the importance of learning and research in order to bring about transformative change:
“I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know better, I do better.”
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CHAPTER 9: AFTERWORD
In January 2022 an Invitational Webinar on Peer Assessment (PA) was chaired by
Professor Sally Brown. In attendance: Professor Kay Sambell, Visiting professor,
Cumbria University, Dr. Ian Sadler, Liverpool John Moores University, Dr Mark Glynn,
Dublin City University, Dr. Geraldine O’Neill, University College Dublin, Professor Phil
Race, Emeritus Professor University of South Wales, Dr Helen Webster, Newcastle
University, Dr Michelle Morgan, University of East London and Dr Nicholas Freestone,
Kingston University.
The purpose of the webinar was to provide an opportunity for an expert panel to comment
on the value of the framework, as it had not been possible to hold such an event prior to
submission of the thesis due to the ongoing global pandemic. An appreciative enquiry
approach was used.
The majority of the members of this panel are experts in the field of HE assessment and
feedback, from either the UK or RoI. Other members, while not assessment experts, have
a key interest in the area, specifically in the role of assessment in supporting student
success. During the session, the framework and the model described in Chapter 7 were
presented to the panel. The main points that lead from the discussion are summarised
below.
The framework and model were both received very positively. Some of the very positive
comments related to the fact that this framework was grounded in practice. The pragmatic
nature of the framework was commended. Members liked the fact that the framework had
developed from my synthesis of the literature and my research findings and suggestions
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were made that, at a minimum, this distillation of analysis from the literature should be
published.
The logical steps and the clarity of the framework were also commented on favourably.
Although this framework was developed from my research in a specific discipline area,
the panel were very confident that the framework is very applicable to other disciplines,
and not just at undergraduate level but could also be applied to postgraduate programmes.
For the future, there were a number of suggestions that the panel made to me. It was
highly recommended that I share my research as widely as possible, and the names of a
number of relevant journals and conferences were shared. It was also suggested that I
may be interested in developing a tool kit for the staged introduction of peer assessment
(PA) in HE programmes. With respect to PA supporting student success, it was suggested
that the framework could be viewed from a different lens e.g. that of learning developers
and shared within the sector. Also that I could also further develop the positive aspects of
PA such as the employability skills that students develop. The importance of using the
framework at HEI level to support assessment change was also stressed. A number of the
panel members are interested in assisting with these suggestions or have forwarded names
of individuals that I can contact.
This review session allowed a rich discussion on the outputs of my research. I am very
appreciative to Prof. Sally Brown for organizing and chairing the event, and to the
members of the panel for their invaluable contributions and support. I look forward to
building on the connections made and being able to further disseminate and move my
research forward.
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Appendix B – Classification of Peer Assessment from Literature

Table B1: Classification / typology of Peer Assessment

(Topping, 1998)
Peer assessment/ review/
mark – typology listed
1980-1996 – review of
publications

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Subject Area
Objectives
Focus
Product/Output
Relationship to staff
assessment
Official weighting

7.
8.
9.

Directionality
Privacy
Contact

10. Year
11. Ability
12. Constellation of
assessee
13. Constellation of
assessor

14. Place

Appendices

(Van den Berg et al., 2006)
PA of writing – Rearrangement
of Topping’s variable into
clusters
Identified 10 key variables
highlighted. Outlined optimal
model design – see below

Cluster I: Function of PA as
instrument of assessment

Cluster II: Interaction between
peers

Cluster III: Composition of
Feedback group

(Gielen et al., 2011)
Inventory of PA diversity
1997-2006 – review of
publications
Design variables - Added
some new indicated in purple
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Setting
Object
Frequency/Experience
Objectives/Goal
Function

6.
7.

Alignment
Relationship to other
assessments
Scope of
involvement(of
students)

8.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Output (of PA)
Directionality
Privacy
Contact
Role of assessee

14. Matching
15. Constellation of
assessors/assessees

(Adachi et al., 2018a)
Synthesis of literature and empirical data from
13 practitioner interviews informed framework.
Clusters as
labelled by Gielen
et al.

Cluster I:
Decisions
concerning use of
PA

Cluster II: Link
between PA and
other elements in
learning

Design variables and arrangement into 6
clusters. Note that new cluster : Contextual
elements, largely came from interview data.

1.
2.

3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

Cluster III:
Interaction
between peers

Cluster IV:
Composition of
assessment
groups

Subject
Intended
Learning
Outcomes
Intended
objectives
Timing
Assessment type
Formality and
weighting
Relationship to
other assessments
Link to selfassessment

9. Anonymity
10. Feedback
information type
11. Feedback
Utilisation

Cluster I:
Decisions
concerning use
of PA

Cluster II: Link
between PA and
other elements in
learning

Cluster III:
Interaction
between peers
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15. Time
16. Requirement
17. Reward

Cluster IV: Requirement and
Reward

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Format
Requirement
Reward
Training/Guidance
QC

Cluster V:
Management of
assessment
procedure

12. Peer
configuration
13. Peer matching

Cluster IV:
Composition of
assessment
groups

14. Standards used
15. Calibration/task
scaffolding
16. Moderation of
feedback

Cluster V:
Management of
assessment
procedure

17. Technology Use
18. Resources
required
19. Policy

Cluster VI:
Contextual
elements

Organisation elements of
PA
1.

Work with colleagues
(not alone)
2. Clarify purpose,
expectations, rationale
with all stakeholders
3. Involve participants in
developing and clarifying
assessment criteria
4. Match participants and
arrange contact
5. Provide training,
examples and practice
6. Provide guidelines,
checklists or other
supports
7. Specify activities and
timescale
8. Monitor and coach
9. Examine the quality of
peer feedback
10. Moderate reliability and
validity of feedback
11. Evaluate and give
feedback.
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Optimal design model for PA of
writing:
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Product - 5-8 pages
Relationship to staff
assessment - allow for
revisions to be made
Directionality – 2 way
feedback easiest to
organise
Contact – verbal
explanation necessary to
be f2f
Constellation of
assessor/ assessee – 3-4
in groups (2 is too
small)
Place – Oral must be in
class or technology can
be used
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Appendix C: Discussion on Peer Assessment from the Literature

PA is described as an assessment tool that can both increase student engagement and offer
enhanced learning to the student (Topping, 1998; Tighe-Mooney, 2016). Topping (1998,
2009) reported that students exposed to PA have the opportunity to learn the skills to be
able to measure the worth, level and value of work submitted by a classmate. These are
transferable skills that are expected of graduates in the workforce and that support the
development of life-long learners (Boud and Middleton, 2003; Bloxham and Boyd, 2007;
2009; Adachi et al., 2018a; Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020). The following is a
presentation of the literature analysed that specifically relates to PA in practice.
PA in reported as being used in a number of different, essay marking, essay review, poster
marking, eportfolio review. In some cases the students are marking the work of others,
other uses of PA involve the student generating feedback on their peers work and in cases
participation in group work is the PA activity reported (Weaver and Esposto, 2012). The
diversity of PA seen is similar to that described by Gielen et al. (2011); in addition the
publications also show that PA is used at different stages of study and in different
discipline areas.
A number of PA reviews that have been carried out focus on agreement between staff and
peer marking (Falchikov and Goldfinch, 2000; Li et al., 2016; Ashenafi, 2017) It would
appear that PA is still very much seen as an evaluation tool. Van Zundert (2010) in their
review of 26 studies, reported that there was slight correlation between PA and final
exams and they did report on the negative reports of PA in relation to assigning marks.
Conversely Snowball and Mostert, (2013) reported that participation in PA had no
significant impact on essay marks. The authors propose that PA has a role in long term
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learning and that PA should be used formatively only with no summative element
involved. Tai (2018) illustrates the back wash that can occur when PA is used for
summative purposes and that student behaviour may be influenced by this, such as giving
favourable marks to friends or even down grading others (Boud et al., 1999). Falchikov
(2007) points out, “we cannot escape the tension between co-operation and competition
that permeates education” (p. 139). Li et al. (2020) concluded that PA improved the
performance of students that participated in it and that the most critical factor was the
training of the rater.
Students often report negative feedback when PA has a summative element there is
evidence that some are in agreement with PA used as a small grade component of course
(Wen and Tsai, 2006). McGarrigle, (2013) reported on use of PA activity in an Irish IoT,
overall the results of their study showed that students had negative opinions of the PA
activity which were mainly related to the summative element. Students expressed a
preference to the teacher assigning marks and lack of trust in peers to do this. Students
did however report that PA allowed them to discuss the topic and learn from each other,
a clear indication that for this cohort PA was a useful learning tool (McGarrigle, 2013)
Ashenafi (2017) noted that when PA is used as a summative tool it was perceived
negatively, issues with assigning marks to peers especially if no feedback was
incorporated, confidence in peers’ ability to mark reliably and also that PA was time
consuming and created an environment that was uncomfortable for students. As we have
seen students’ understanding of the criteria has been shown as a key to effective marking.
Gillanders et al, (2020) demonstrated students ability to understand and employ a rubric
marking scheme and the findings showed agreement in marking. It is important to note
that this study was carried out with final year students which could be a major factor in
the engagement and understanding of PA, marking and assessment criteria.
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One of the key elements in PA is the role of peers in the generation and receipt of
feedback. As such the area of peer feedback has received some attention in the literature.
As seen in the general discourse on feedback, for feedback to be effective it is advised
that the approach is one of a dialogue and that feedback literacy can be a challenge to
closing the feedback loop (Price et al., 2007; Carless and Boud, 2018). Li et al.
demonstrated that when feedback was more dialogical there was a greater positive effect
on student learning (Li et al., 2020). Nicol et al. (2014) outline the importance of the
generation of feedback as a learning tool. They describe the ability to produce quality
feedback as a key graduate attribute and argue with the inclusion of peer review should
be considered in programmes.
In addition to the quantitative feedback (marking) that published PA studies report, in
some more formative PA activities peers offer qualitative comments as part of the PA
process (Gielen et al., 2010). This feedback supports the learning process and assists in
the development of more critical thinkers and self-aware learners (Mulder et al., 2014).
Students’ experiences or perceptions of PA are varied, when there was a negative noted
the majority it was generally seen when the PA activity that has ‘mark’ involved when
i.e. there is a summative element to the activity (Fitzgerald and Vaughan, 2018). If the
PA is being used as a formative tool and the feedback is seen as a way of improving work
or learning from participation than can have a different output. Liu and Carless, (2006),
notes the connection between peer feedback, learning and the importance of including
peers in assessment to ensure that assessment has a more formative role as described by
Nicol and MacFarlane-Dick (2006). Ibarra-Sáiz et al., (2020) report on how PA can play
a role in the development of student competency and that a key area is the generation (and
receipt) of quality feedback and the importance of self-regulation in this.
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A meta-analysis of 24 quantitative studies and the effect of peer feedback on the
performance of students in writing assignments was performed by Huisman et al (2019).
These quantitative studies rely solely on marks assigned and on the use of statistical
analysis (effect size) on performance for students that received peer feedback in
comparison to control groups, teacher feedback and self-assessment feedback were also
investigated. Study numbers were small but large effect size indicated that students
improved in their writing more when they engaged in peer feedback than when they did
not provide and/or receive any type of feedback, there was no major increase in teacher
feedback over peer feedback. In this case ‘peer formative feedback’ was very clearly
defined in line with Topping’s (1998) definition of PA and Shute’s (2008) definition of
formative feedback. A study on the comparison of peer and tutor feedback carried out
by Hamer et al (2015) looked at the written feedback and although they found that the
academic feedback is generally longer than peer feedback and was more directed there
was not a significant difference between them.

What was perceived as negative

comments were written more by tutors and higher achieving students, causing the authors
to extrapolate that initial content knowledge increases negativity in feedback comments,
as tutors gain experience they reduce the negativity as teaching experience changes
expectations (Hamer et al., 2015) What they did not report was if students engaged with
the feedback differently depending on the source; tutors or peer? Huisman et al., (2018)
reported on how students’ performance improved after giving or receiving feedback.
When PA was used in a comparative judgment format where feedback comments were
also included, the authors reported that overall the feedback was of a high standard but
there wasn't consistency with the judgment aspect of the activity. It would appear that this
method benefits the capacity of the students to generate quality feedback and also, by
being exposed to samples of work, to develop their sense of quality (Demonacos et al.,
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2019). Li et al, also demonstrated that when feedback was more dialogical there was a
greater positive effect on student learning (2020)
One issue with peer feedback is that some students reported having a lack of trust in their
peers ability to give feedback or in their own ability to give feedback (To and Panadero,
2019). There exists the perception that the lecturer is the expert and that it is their feedback
that matters (Hughes, 2001; Panadero, 2016). Lynch et al., (2012) described the use of
PA as an appropriate pedagogical strategy in teacher education programmes, in this MMR
study, the results suggested that the quality of students’ reflections through peer feedback
and overall satisfaction with the module remained high. However, students did cite a
preference for instructor feedback.
Baker, (2016) demonstrated that when peer feedback was used for formative purposes it
can be effective in improving work. Students offered feedback to peers on draft essay
four weeks before the submission date. The findings showed that the process meant that
students started writing earlier, that the feedback was formative and that the changes made
were predominately meaningful in nature, i.e. not surface level. The main finding which
has also been reported elsewhere is the students benefited from offering feedback as
opposed to receiving it. The PA assisted in the development of the reviewing skills of
the students. Mulder et al (2014) described this as the unexpected learning that took place
for students when writing reviews as part of a peer assessment activity.
Peer feedback is not always seen as entirely positive Wilson (2003) reported while in
general peer feedback was found to be beneficial there was also reports of mixed
messages being received, this may be associated with there not being a clear
understanding of the LO or the criteria being assessed. This pointing to the importance
of the criteria being clear and there being an understanding by all involved of the
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assessment criteria. Brereton and Dunne, (2016) too reported mixed responses by
students to PA, some found the peer feedback very useful and others felt it was not deep
enough, one suggestion was to anonymise the comments of peer feedback. However,
what was also reported in this study was the ‘effect’ seen as a result of the peer feedback
process; students did implement suggestions in their work and thus learned from the
process. Wagner (2016) used peer feedback on essays as part of final year module, the
author reports on students being uncomfortable in giving feedback to others and that
students preference would be for anonymous feedback. Anonymity is an area that is seen
in the discourse on PA and can assist in mitigating the fears that some express in relation
to marking or giving feedback to their peers (Casey et al., 2011; Tai, 2018; To and
Panadero, 2019). Casey et al (2011) also reported on mixed messages in feedback as an
issue and that students expressed a lack of self-confidence in giving feedback (stressing
the importance of training/practice).

Also noted was a lack of trust in peers in

understanding the assignment, students were worried about the mark received and the
implications for their overall grade. In some cases it was felt that the activity was not
fully anonymous. The authors describe PA as a complex process, preparation is key
(Casey et al., 2011). Stepanyan et al., (2009) demonstrated that students clearly needed
to be fully informed of the benefits of peer assessment and to have anonymous sharing of
work reduces some of the anxiety the students may feel; students feel more comfortable
with their work being shared anonymously.
Ashenafi (2017) also reported that when PA was used a summative tool this was
perceived negatively, issues with assigning marks to peers especially if no feedback was
incorporated, confidence in peers’ ability to mark reliably and also that PA was time
consuming and created an environment that was uncomfortable for students.
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All participants in PA need to have a clear understanding of the role of PA, the criteria
must be clarified and there must be clear understanding of these criteria (Orsmond et al.,
2002; Wilson, 2003; Egan and Costelloe, 2016; Tighe-Mooney, 2016). The models or
frameworks of PA seen in the literature point to the importance of the assessment design
and planning (Falchikov, 2004; Sluijsmans and Prins, 2006; Reinholz, 2016; Adachi et
al., 2018a) Stepanyan et al., (2009) reiterate this common theme of planning and
preparation being extremely important for the success of peer assessment and that
students feel more comfortable with their work being shared anonymously.
The ASPAL (Authentic Self and Peer Assessment for Learning) (2014)

project

incorporates practice at marking to ensure that there is clear understanding of the criteria.
Orsmond et al, (1996) indicated the importance of marking criteria stating that if we
expect students to ‘mark’ then it is essential that they understand the language used and
have a clear understanding of the marking criteria. Orsmond et al., (2000) demonstrated
the importance of discussing assessment criteria with students prior to the
activity/assignment and giving very clear guidance between constructing marking criteria
and the marking of that criteria. In 2002 the authors reported a PA activity where students
using exemplars developed the criteria for the assignment (poster), peer and self-marking
of the posters were compared to tutor marks, this study showed a higher degree of
agreement between marks than 2 previous studies and the use of the exemplars in addition
to the student derived criteria enhanced the agreement between the marking. The authors
describe role of exemplars in assisting students understanding the assessment criteria (the
expectations of the activity) and assisted in maintaining a focus on more formative
feedback (all key components of effective / successful PA) (Orsmond et al., 2002). Smith
et al (2002) in response to knowledge that there were issues with marking peers, reported
on an intervention carried out which included a clear explanation as to why PA was being
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used, use of exemplars and discussion re marking criteria. As a result, peer marking
variability was reduced and students became more aware of marking criteria. The authors
demonstrate that the issues students had with applying marking could also apply to some
staff and that staff need to be trained, have time to practice and have a clear understanding
of criteria. Li et al. (2020) concluded that the most critical factor in the success of PA is
the training of those involved in the ‘rating’.
Willey and Gardner, (2009) having previously reported on the benefits of self and PA –
adopted their approach to PA to include multiple iterations, they found that this improved
the perceptions of students. By using the activity for more formative purposes, the
students agreed that the activity was of benefit to learning. The lack of opportunity to use
the feedback to improve their mark meant that some students felt it was a waste of their
time, demonstrating understanding by the students of the role of effective feedback and
prompting the authors to review the design of their activity, but also this points to
challenge of having students not solely focussing on assessment as a measure (assessment
of learning) but to focus on their learning too.
In addition to exemplars assisting in the understanding the criteria students’ experience
can be a factor in student’s perception of PA. Brereton and Dunne’s, (2016) students
reported as this was their first time their lack of experience was an issue and led to
apprehension in providing feedback. A way to allay these fears is to ensure that time is
spent training those involved. Similarly Wilson’s (2003) study on the use of PA with
lecturers, reported the importance of sufficient time to allow engagement with criteria in
the activity. Egan and Costelloe, (2016) reported that their student’s perceptions of PA
were also linked to having the time to fine tune the skills and language of assessment. In
2006, Wen and Tsai (2006) reported on the attitudes of 280 university students in Taiwan.
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One outcome that was seen was that attitudes to PA are influenced by exposure, those
that had previous experience were less negative. Lack of experience with PA was an
indicator of more negative perception of PA (Sluijsmans et al., 2002; Wen and Tsai, 2006)
The use of technology is increasingly seen in relation to assessment in HE and to PA in
the literature. In some cases such as described by Snowball and Mostert (2013), Mostert
and Snowball (2013), Tai (2018) and Gillanders (2020) technology is used in the
implementation of PA. Use of technology is increasing in HE and certainly due to current
pandemic and increased blended and remote learning – in 2014 University of British
Columbia published a booklet outlining how a number of software systems can be used
in

peer

review

process

(Dawson

and

Mitchell

file:///C:/Users/mmcgrath/AppData/Local/Temp/Student-Peer-Review_Resources-2.pdf
- accessed sep 3 2020) It is important to note that there is a time commitment by the staff
in designing and executing such activities that needs to be included in any plan for the
use of PA (Tai, 2018). (Mostert and Snowball, 2013) demonstrated the use of Workshop
module in Moodle LME for the execution of PA in large class. One issue was that not all
students were as engaged and some did not receive as detailed feedback as they gave.
Although students reported this as a negative, as we have seen in other studies, the
learning is more associated with giving rather than receiving feedback; these students
may have learned more than they realised (Mostert and Snowball, 2013). Computer
assisted PA offers a number of advantages such as anonymity, flexibility and ease of
access (Chen, 2016). Wilson at al, (2015) posited that although Moodle can overcome
some of the negative aspects associated with peer assessment such as the students dislike
and distrust of the process and the time involved. Their findings following use of the
‘workshop’ tool in Moodle showed that students have a negative perception of the
summative element of the activity the authors would propose that the workshop tool could
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have a formative approach to promoting student learning moving forward (Wilson et al.,
2015). In another study, (Gillanders et al., 2020) used Moodle to ensure that the activity
was anonymous and a detailed marking rubric could be incorporated. A questionnaire and
interviews were used to analyse student attitudes of the activity and seventy five per cent
that responded to the questionnaire felt that the approach taken encouraged them to think
more critically. Technology / online PA may not always be seen in a positive light, Wen
and Tsai reported that students were more positive towards PA than online PA and that
online did not enhance the learning benefit students perceive for PA (Wen and Tsai,
2006).
There is some evidence that staff often choose PA as a means of improving student
engagement and by involving students in the process aim to assist in their understanding
and appreciation of standards (Casey et al., 2011; Weaver and Esposto, 2012; Kearney
and Perkins, 2014; Wagner, 2016). In some studies a penalty was applied for nonparticipation in PA such as reported by Hughes (2001). Weaver and Esposto, (2012)
reported very favourable results when they implemented PA in a year 3 module. The aim
was to improve the student engagement with the material, this unit (module) had
previously reported poor attendance at tutorials and low engagement. PA was not
compulsory and students had no prior experience, so no resentment to participate was not
an issue (Ballantyne et al., 2002). The students rated their peers work as part of a group ,
this is an example of PA being used as making a judgement on a process (contribution to
completion) and not on the product, the assessment was on the performance element of
the PA definition. Huisman et al., (2018) discuss the ‘carrot and stick’ aspect of their
activity – (grade and mandatory participation) used questionnaire adopted feedback
questionnaire adapted from Strijbos et al, (2010).
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Wagner (2016) saw that their PA activity was the most accessed on their VLE and from
this they concluded that student engagement was increased, the quality of the increased
access was not measured but they did note that the PA activity helped with timely
feedback on an early piece of work, the metric they did note was that the scores for
Assessment and Feedback for this module were increased after the PA activity. Students
here appreciated the ability to see the work of others and to get some feedback from their
peers (Wagner, 2016).
PA offers the opportunity for students to work together, to collaborate in their learning.
Participation in PA builds on a culture of learning to be more participatory and to develop
communication skills in feedback delivery and also developing higher lever cognitive
skills and discursive processing as described by Kollar and Fischer, (2010).
Kearney and Perkins, (2014) report on the use of a model of assessment, the rationale for
the development of the model was to increase students’ engagement by co-creating
authentic assessment tasks encouraging collaboration and critical thinking. This model
focuses on the use of authentic assessment, one of key components of assessment and Afl
(Sambell et al., 2012). Overall students were positive about the ‘ASPAL’ process and
the majority felt that this activity help them in their understanding of assessment criteria
Students also reported a strong positive response in relation to the benefits to their
learning and the that the opportunity to work collaboratively assisted them in their own
self-awareness.

Students were a little dissatisfied with the marking element of the

activity and the accuracy of the marking. Suggestions for improvement included more
time for marking and also more practice. Following quote from student demonstrates the
impact that the model can have:
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Before taking part I didn't quite understand or like the idea of the ASPAL model;
however, after taking part in the process I now have a greater understanding what
this process teaches individuals and its positive effects on all future assessments.
The authors propose their model as dynamic and that it seeks to open dialogue between
students and academics (Kearney and Perkins, 2014).
The supports or training that students need in relation to PA may also be dependent on
their year of study and also on the discipline area. Student perceptions of PA were
reported in a multidisciplinary study, that involved 416 students across 11 different
subject and varying stages of programmes. Some varitation was seen between years of
study in particular with respect to student perception on the clarity of the explanations
and the suitability of tools provided leading the authors to suggest that earlier year student
need more attention in explaining the procedure and that PA and student involvement
should be gradual. With relation to assigning marks the data also demonstrated that
students’ perceptions on this varied depending on discipline and this appeared to be
related to the objectivity of the material being assessed. (Planas Lladó et al., 2014).
When the students of four different programmes reported on their experiences of peer
review there was a variation seen in perception from year 1 students in comparison to
later years. The authors argue that this may be as year 1 students have yet to develop
their self-regulation skills and they suggest the use of ‘appropriate assessment’ at each
level and to ensure that there is sufficient preparation and training in the process (TigheMooney, 2016).
PA can also support, the development of self-evaluation skills (Boud et al., 1999). (Lynch
et al., 2012) concluded that by incorporating self- and peer- assessment in a module, peer
feedback resulted in higher quality learning outcomes and enhanced critical thinking
skills. The use of this approach encouraged not just self-reflection on their own work but
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also on work of others shifting the focus to deeper approach to learning. Students as a
result of PA had an appreciation of the work of academic staff when ‘marking’ and
delivering feedback, such insight the authors propose will play a part in the development
of self-regulation, one of the outcomes of effective PA (Brereton and Dunne, 2016). The
generation (and receipt) of quality feedback and the importance of self-regulation are key
areas of PA as described by (Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2020).
As with assessment design the use of peer assessment will be dependent on the culture
and the supports within the HEI. Reference to institute policy and culture was reported
by practitioners interviewed by Adachi at al, (2018a). HEIs need to support staff both
their professional development but also in implementing change to their assessment
strategy and this is noted by some writers when discussing PA (Egan and Costelloe, 2016;
Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2020)
The student perspective of PA is frequently seen in the literature and is often documented
through the use of a Likert scale questionnaires, focus groups or open ended
questionnaires, in some cases students’ opinions were collected before and after they had
participated in PA (Mulder, et al., 2014; Planas Lladó et al., 2014) for the majority of the
studies discussed above the PA activity was the main focus and the perceptions or
experiences reported on served to explain any effect seen. In other publications the focus
of the paper was solely to gather evidence of student’s perceptions of the activity, there
is less in the way of staff experiences or perceptions despite reference to the importance
of educator training if PA is to be successful (Adachi et al., 2018b).
Tighe-Mooney (2016) reported on the staff perspective of use of PA in a first year
module. The reflections of the staff of this module were very positive re the role of PA
in building collaborative learning, improving communication skills and developing
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critical thinking skills. In the design of this PA activity the peer element was purely
formative and the summative element of the module was on the quality of feedback that
was offered (marked by tutors) time was taken in ensuring that students understood the
criteria. Staff point out the importance of supporting/ facilitating the activity and that
having a clear context and rationale for the activity is essential for positive outcomes As
described by Biggs and Tang (2011) clear understanding is key and the time must be
allocated to ensure that this takes place. Overall these educators felt that both the students
and the facilitators found PA a valuable learning exercise (Tighe-Mooney, 2016).
In 2018 Adachi et al., reported on the academics’ perceptions of self and peer assessment
in HE. This was building on a previous study, 13 academics volunteered to discuss their
experiences and perceptions around self and PA using themes developed from the
literature- seven themes of benefits and five themes of challenges. The authors described
these individually but do point out that there is an overlap in some cases between a
perceived benefit and challenge. Generally this groups perceived SA and PA as an
authentic assessment that resulted in enhanced learning, better understanding of criteria
and transferable and feedback skills are developed as a result. Some issues that are in
literature such as reliability of marking and perceived expertise were not seem strongly
in this data set, possibly due to the use of self and PA more formatively. Time issues seen
in this data was however, in agreement with the literature.

This paper highlights the

challenges that academics perceive and can be used in inform the development of
framework to support inclusion of PA in a programme (Adachi et al., 2018b).
As issues with peer assessment as described by students was a recurring theme Huisman
et al., (2020) devised a questionnaire based on the literature to investigate the beliefs that
students held about peer feedback they propose that as beliefs shape attitudes and
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behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005) this questionnaire can serve to explain the reasons
why peer-feedback / PA ( author agree these terms can be used interchangeably here) is
perceived in certain ways. The questionnaire was developed informed by findings in the
literature and was in 4 areas. Student beliefs about the (1) value of Peer-feedback as an
instructional model, (2) confidence in their own ability to provide quality and helpful
peer-feedback, (3) confidence in quality and helpfulness of peer feedback they receive
and (4) their valuation of peer feedback as an important skill. The use of such a tool the
authors propose will help comparability of research findings. The generation of this tool
could also provide a framework for how PA/ peer feedback be designed to ensure that
these main themes of issues with respect to PA/PF can be avoided.
The published literature discussed here demonstrates that there are a number of positives
to be benefitted from PA, in particular when used as a formative assessment (Lynch et
al., 2012; El-Mowafy, 2014; Baker, 2016; Huisman et al., 2019). However, for PA to
be effective we must be conscious of the challenges reported and work to minimise their
negative effects. It is important that all stakeholders have a clear understanding of the
role of PA and of the criteria being used(Van Zundert et al., 2010; Casey et al., 2011; Li
et al., 2020) . The involvement of students in the generation of the criteria has been
shown to be effective (Orsmond et al., 2002; Kearney and Perkins, 2014). Time to engage
with the activity and the use of exemplars can allay fears of participation (Smith et al.,
2002; Wilson, 2003). The power of effective feedback in assessment is widely recognised
and for peer feedback to be effective students must be comfortable and feel safe in the
generation and receipt of feedback (Casey et al., 2011; To and Panadero, 2019). Sharing
of work anonymously and the use of technology can assist in this (Chen, 2016; Wagner,
2016) . It is important that the HEI supports via its policies and culture the staff that
want to introduce PA (Egan and Costelloe, 2016; Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2020). Negative
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comments on PA are often related to its summative use and to the lack of trust or
confidence in peers marking work (McGarrigle, 2013; Planas Lladó et al., 2014). A move
to an understanding of the role of assessment as a tool of learning and less of an emphasis
on the grade orientation of staff and students would be a major benefit here.
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Appendix D - Exploratory Stage – Staff Questionnaire

Sample of Staff Survey Questions.
Thank you for taking the time to complete this short survey regarding
assessment methods in Medical Science. The survey should take no more than
4 minutes to complete
How long have you been involved in the education of Medical Scientists?
o
o
o
o

less than 1 year
1-5 years
6-10 years
greater than 10 years

How many modules in the Medical Science programme are you involved in?
o
o
o
o
o
o

1
2
3
4
5
>5

Please indicate the assessment methods that you use in these modules:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

MCQ
Quiz
Essay
Short Answer Questions
Case Study
Problem Sheets
Report Writing
Abstract / Scientific paper review/writing
Poster
Group projects
Presentations
Other (please specify)
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Do you use Peer Assessment in any of your modules?
o Yes
o No

At what stage of the programme do you use Peer Assessment?
o
o
o
o
o

Stage 1 only
Stage 2 only
Stage 3 only
Stage 4 only
1 Stage (please specify)

Can you briefly describe the Peer Assessment activity you employ?

When you use Peer Assessment is it?
o As a form of formative assessment only i.e. no marks are attached to the
activity
o As part of a group activity to adjust individual marks
o Used to compare students' marks to that of the lecturer
I agree to allow this information be used as part of research study into
assessment methodology in Medical Science.
o Yes
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Appendix E- Exploratory Stage – Student Questionnaire

Sample of Student Survey Questions.
Are you?
o
o

Male
Female

What year of the Medical Science programme are you in?
o
o
o
o

Year 1
Year 2
Year 3
Year 4

How would you describe your overall attendance at college?
o
o
o
o

I miss class / lab only when I am sick ( >90 % attendance)
I attend most classes and all labs (60-90%)
I attend most classes and most labs (40- 60%)
I don't have very good attendance at classes / labs. (<40%)

During your time in Medical Science what assessment methods have you
experienced?
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Quiz
MCQ
Short Answer questions
Essay
Poster
Group Project
Problem Sheets
Presentations
Case Study
Report Writing
Abstract writing
Other:

Have you ever carried out a Peer Assessment activity?
Mark only one oval.
o
o

Yes
No

What was the Peer Assessment activity(ies) that you took part in?
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What did you like about Peer Assessment?

What did you not like about Peer Assessment?

Did you receive feedback from your peers?
o
o

Yes
No

Did you find the peer feedback useful?
o
o

Yes
No

Why did you or why did you not find peer feedback useful?

I agree to allow this information be used as part of a research study into
assessment methodology in Medical Science.
Thank You
o
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Appendix F- Student Questionnaire

MEDICAL/BIOMEDICAL SCIENCE STUDENTSURVEY
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Assessment - Your Experience and Preferences
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Feedback
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Appendix G- Staff Questionnaire

STAFF SURVEY - BIOMEDICAL SCIENCEASSESSMENT
METHODOLOGY

Staff Survey - Biomedical Science Assessment Methodology
I would be very appreciative if you could complete this survey on assessment in
Medical/Biomedical Science undergraduate education. The survey should take no
longer than 10 minutes of your time. All responses are anonymous.
Thank You
Mary

1 I agree to allow this information be used as part of a research study into
assessment methodology in undergraduate Medical Scientist education. I
understand that my participation is voluntary and I can withdraw from the study
at any time. *
Mark only one oval.
Agree

Demographical Information
2. In which educational institute are you part of the undergraduate
Biomedical/Medical Science programme team?
Mark only one oval.
CIT/UCC
DIT
GMIT
Other:

3- How long have you been involved in the education of undergraduate Medical
Scientists?
Mark only one oval.
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less than 1 year

"`

1 - 5 years
6-10 years
> 10 years

4. How many modules in the undergraduate Medical/Biomedical programme are
you involved in? Mark only one oval.
1
2
3
4
5
>5

5- What is your main subject area on the undergraduate programme?
Mark only one oval.
Blood Transfusion Science
Biochemistry
Biology
Cellular Pathology
Chemistry
Clinical Chemistry
Haematology
Immunology
_ _ '

MathslStats

' __ _
,...' '.-" - ..

Microbiology
Molecular Biology/Genetics

' -

.

Physics
Other:

1 of 4
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6. Do you have any formal qualifications in education {Teaching, Learning +
Assessment)? Mark only one oval.
Yes Skip to question 7.
No Skip to question 9.

Qualification in Teaching, Learning + Assessment.

7. Can you give brief details of your qualifications in education;

8. Did you complete a specific module on assessment / assessment practice? Mark
only one ova/.
Yes
No

Assessment
9. Can you briefly explain what you understand 'Assessment. to mean.

10. In your modules on the Medical/Biomedical Science undergraduate
programme please indicate the assessment methods that you use.
Check all that apply
End of module exam
Multiple Choice Questions (MCQ)
Quiz (online / paper)
Short Answer Questions (SAQ)
Case Study
Problem Sheets/ Calculations / data analysis
Report Writing
Abstract/ Scientific paper writing
Poster presentation
Group project work
Presentation
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Essay
Interview/OraI examination
Other:

11. What do you understand 'formative assessment means?

12. What do you understand summative assessment means?

13. Do you use Peer Assessment in any modules? Mark on/y one oval.
-"

Yes Skip to question 14.
No Skip to question 21.

Peer Assessment
14. How would you describe the Peer Assessment activity/activities that you use.

15. At what stage of the programme do you use Peer Assessment?
Check all that apply
Stage 1 only
Stage 2 only
Stage 3 only
Stage 4 only
> 1 stage - please give details below __ ___ Other:

16. Can you outline your reasons for choosing Peer Assessment as an assessment
tool
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17. Do you allocate marks to the Peer Assessment activity or it is a formative
assessment only? (‘Formative assessment only’ is not included in module mark)
Mark only one oval.
Formative only Skip to question 19.
Marks are used Skip to question 18.

Peer Assessment Marks
18. Can you describe how you allocate marks to the Peer Assessment activity?

Peer Assessment Continued
19. In your opinion what are the advantage(s) of Peer Assessment?

20. What would you describe as the disadvantage(s) of Peer Assessment?

Please answer these last few general questions on assessment in
your institution:

21. In the Medical/ Biomedical Science undergraduate programme there is a
programmatic approach to assessment.
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Unsure
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22. Are you familiar with your institution’s policy on assessment and assessment
strategy?
Mark only one oval.
;'

Yes
No

23. There is a culture of encouraging innovation in assessment and teaching. Do
you:
Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly agree

24. Your institutional policies support innovation in teaching, learning and
assessment. Do you:
Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly agree

25. Thank you so much for taking the time to complete this survey, I really
appreciate your input and if you would be interested in discussing assessment in
medical science further please submit your email address here, alternatively you
can email me directly -mary.mcgrath@gmit.ie (Email addresses submitted here
will not be linked to survey responses to ensure your anonymity) Thank You

Appendices:

403

Appendix H - Interview Plan

Open interview – ensure that consent form is complete and that interviewee is aware of
the purposes of the study.
Will outline the format of the interview – 4 sections/areas to be covered:
1.
2.
3.
4.

General brief background questions
Institutional approach to assessment
Medical / Biomedical Science programmatic approach
Personal practice with focus on assessment, PA and feedback.

Semi-structure:
•
•
•

Can you please confirm job title and the approx.. years of experience you have
in medical science undergraduate education
Do you have a formal qualification in T,L + A? or CPD?
Did you complete module on assessment?

•

What do you understand as ‘assessment’?
o If mentions formative and or summative ask if
▪ what do you mean by these terms and do you use these terms
with students
o If doesn’t mention FA SA ask
▪ What does FA SA mean to you and do you use these terms with
students – do you think students would be familiar with these
terms?

•

•

Are there particular institutional practices/policies that drive the way assessment
is carried out?
o Are you familiar with these? What are they?
▪ Have you any opinion on these policies / practices
▪ Any issues/ comments with them?
Are there procedures around feedback also? – give details.
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•

Do colleagues share innovation in practice in particular assessment? If so how
is this done in your institution?

•

In the Medical / Biomedical Science programme how would you describe the
programme’s approach to assessment?
o Does your programme have an assessment strategy?
o What do you understand by assessment strategy / what is it/ are there any
issues with it?
o Do you discuss assessment with other lecturers on the programme?
o Are you aware of how others in the programme assess and if they use
PA?

•

Do students get an opportunity to design/have an input into their assessment?
o Can you expand ? what exactly / what issues have you encountered?

•

What is your personal experience/ strategy/ approach to assessing your
students? / When designing assessment activity what do you take into account?
(are you aligning this to educational theory?)

•

How do you approach giving feedback to your students?
o Do you use different methods of feedback?
o Do you think your feedback is effective?
o If so why? If not why?
▪ What can we do to improve?

•

Do you use Peer Assessment in your programme? (Y/N)
o If Y :
▪

Can you give details/ define what mean by this?

▪

Any comments or suggestions on the implementation of PA
(adv/disav/ use of technology/ advice to colleague)

o If N –
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▪

what do you understand peer assessment to mean

▪

is there a reason you don’t use it

▪

What might help you to introduce this activity?

•

Would you be familiar with the terms “assessment of/for and as learning” ?
o Any comments on this?

•

Are there any assessment models developed that have enhanced student learning
in your institution/ programme? (could these be applied to PA model??)

•

In your opinion is there a model can we develop that will enhance the learning
experience of students with particular respect to PA?

•

What would you consider the main issues around assessment that need to be
addressed in your institution/ programme ?

•

Do you have any other comments or contributions that you would like to make?

Thank you.
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Appendix I – Consent Form

Project title
•

Development of a Peer Assessment Framework for Medical Science
Programme.

Researcher:
•
Mary Mc Grath, M.Sc
PhD Researcher (P/T)
Dublin Institute of Technology
Contact details:
091-742234
Mary.mcgrath@gmit.ie

Please answer the following questions (circle as appropriate)
I have been informed of and understand the purposes of this study
Yes / No
I agree to the recording of the session and to the transcribing of my interview/discussion.
Yes / No
I am aware that the data will be encrypted, password protected and the researcher will be the
only one with access to the data.
Yes / No
I have had the opportunity to ask questions regarding the study and retention of data
Yes / No
My questions have been satisfactorily answered
Yes / No
I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I am free to withdraw at any
stage if I so wish.
Yes / No
I agree to take part in this PhD study, the results of which are likely to be published
Yes / No
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I understand that this form will be retained in confidence by the researcher
Yes / No
Signed:

Date:

Print name:

Researcher signature:

Date:
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Appendix J – REC Stage 1 Approval and Stage 2 Application

Hi Mary,

Your application for ethical clearance Ref. 15-113 (Development of a Peer Assessment
framework for a Medical Science programme) has been reviewed by the Chair of the
Research Ethics Committee.

I can confirm that phase 1 of your project has been approved by Chairs Action.

Kind regards

Aisling

Aisling Heyenga
Graduate Research School
Focas Institute
Dublin Institute of technology
Kevin Street
Dublin 8
Ireland
T: (01) 4027920
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Appendix K– Thematic Analysis Maps of Categories

Figure 58 Illustration of Assessment Methods Comments Category
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Figure 59 Illustration of Assessment Terms Category

Figure 60 Illustration of Internal to Academic Influences on Assessment Practice Category
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Figure 61 Illustration of Learning or Knowledge Association with Assessment Category

Figure 62 Illustration of Logistical Influences on Assessment Category
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Figure 63 Illustration of Measure, Mark and Criteria Category

Figure 64Illustration of Negative Comments on Feedback Category
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Figure 65 Illustration of Positive Associated with Feedback Category

Figure 66 Staff Feedback Comments
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Figure 67 Category with data referencing Students and Feedback

Figure 68 Category map of nodes in Teaching Activity Influencers
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Figure 69 Types of Feedback Category map
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Appendix L - Detailed Maps of Themes Developed

Figure 70 Map of Assessment in Practice Theme
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Figure 71 Map of Feedback Practice Theme
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Figure 72 Map of Influencers on Assessment Practice
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